Deeper at the Crossroads
Sermon on the Mount
Week Four
Day One
Introduction
Matthew 5:21
Would  you marry a mind reader?  What if you were in love with someone and you were getting serious, then they said, “The thing is, I can read minds.  I know your thoughts.”
What would you do?  Require them to prove it, then what?  It’d be like your whole life was said out loud.  Every crabby thought, every greedy moment, every lustful glance would be immediately known to them.
I’d run.  Why?  Because I’d believe it would be impossible for anyone to know my every thought and still love me.
Of course, we know that God is a mind reader.  He knows our every thought.  He still loves us.
Yes, but God is different.  He’s used to it.  He loves us because he has chosen to love us, not because of who we are, but because of who he is.  He is also going to change us, and we might console ourselves with the idea that he loves who we will be, so he puts up with who we are like a parent loves their child in the middle of their temper tantrum.  If the kid was all tantrum and never cute, he’d be a hard kid to love.  (Oops, said the quiet part out loud!)
Jesus’ congregation would have understood that God can read minds, like we do (1 Chronicles 29:9, Psalm 139, etc.).  That wouldn’t have been news to them.
But there was something new here.  Something that frightened them to death!
What was new was the idea that THOUGHTS and MOTIVES COUNT.
“That doesn’t count” is a phrase that means we can’t be held responsible for something.  As stated earlier, a police officer can give you a ticket for speeding, but not for wanting to speed or considering it.  You can’t go to jail for wanting to hit someone.  I could go around hating everything and everyone and there would be nothing the law could do about it, as long as I didn’t act on those feelings and thoughts.
Our mind reading friend might say, “You wanted to hit me, just now!”  And we could say, “Yeah, but I didn’t.  IT DOESN’T COUNT, as long as I don’t do it.”
The new thing that scared Jesus’ congregation was a very bad piece of news:  It counts!
The context for everything after Matthew 5:20 is everything before verse 21.  And Jesus isn’t talking about blessings, though he will.  He’s talking about salvation.  What it takes to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.
The common person was used to the idea that they were in a grey area when it came to salvation.  The Jewish teachers, especially the Pharisees, would have made it clear that they weren’t good enough (e.g. Luke 18).  They broke the law.  They had to rely on the sacrificial system and hope it would save them.  If you’d asked one of them if they thought they were going to Heaven, I think they’d have said, “I hope so.”
The Pharisees, on the other hand, would probably have said, “Yes.”  If you asked why, they may well have said, “Because I obey the law.” (Philippians 3)
“But,” you might object, “What about evil thoughts and motives?”
“Oh,” they may well have said, “Those don’t count.”
Jesus scared them.  He said, “Oh, yes they do.”
I think there were two reactions.  The first was a little bit pleased.  The common person was probably very tired of being judged by the self-righteous Pharisees.  They might have thought, “Ha!  Welcome to my world, Brother!”
The other reaction would have probably been anger and resistance.  “How dare you count our thoughts and motives against us!  Who gave you the authority to do that?  You’re changing the rules!  You’re not just giving out tickets for speeding, but for wanting to!”
They’d have loved to walk away, scoffing, mocking the prophet.  But those pesky miracles!  If he was so far wrong with his theology, then how was he doing them!  In John 9 Jesus heals the man born blind.  When the leaders debated it the problem was that it was done on the Sabbath, a sin according to their interpretation of the law.
John 9:16 “Some of the Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, for he does not keep the Sabbath.”  But others said, “how can a man who is a sinner do such signs?”  And there was a division among them.
The miracles meant they couldn’t dismiss Jesus that easily.  It would not have been a happy day for them.
So, Jesus is scaring his congregation.  He should scare us too.  His message is salvation is impossible.  But that’s only half the message.   Paul states is clearly.
Romans 6:23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
A two part Gospel, the bad news: we cannot save ourselves.  The good news: God can save us.
At this point in the Sermon on the Mount, it’s all bad news!
Application
Are you saved?  If someone were to ask you “Do you know for certain that if you died tonight that you’d go to Heaven?  What would you say?  Why?
Does your sin scare you?  Why or why not?
I think we can fall into a trap of thinking that thoughts and motives don’t matter.  That failures of the heart and mind are private, that they don’t hurt anyone and therefore don’t matter.  And that the only one who does see them has given us grace, and will forgive them at the Judgment Day.  So, do they matter?  If they have no effect here, because the rest of the world can’t read our minds, and are forgiven in the next life, do they really count?
Sorry.  Yes, they do.  First, our thoughts aren’t as private as we’d like to believe.  Women are experts and catching a lustful glance.  They know.  It’s hard to hide anger.  Our words betray our emotions.
Secondly, Jesus is going to talk about what our thoughts and motives do to us.  Thoughts lead to actions, Matthew 6:21, and they change our hearts, Matthew 6:24.
Are you introspective?  Do you think very much about your own thoughts and motives?  Is it possible to dwell too much on our motives?  Too little?  Which is worse?

Day Two
Matthew 5:21
“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’”
Words and Phrases
“heard,” ekousate, to hear, receive news, understand, hear a legal case
“to the people long ago,” archaiois, from a long time, ancient
“not murder,” ou phoneuseis, to murder, to kill
“subject,” enochos, guilt, liable, deserving punishment
“judgment,” krisei, court, legal decision, verdict, condemnation
Explanation
Jesus begins to demonstrate what fulfilling the law means.  Some thought he was a law breaker, that he didn’t respect it, thus he didn’t obey their interpretation of the law such as working on the Sabbath.  But fulfilling doesn’t mean rejecting the moral aspects of the law, it means raising the standard from mere outward obedience to obeying both the letter and the spirit of the law.
His first example is murder.  “You have hear …” means, “you’ve been taught that the law says.”
He starts with what they have been told about the law of murder.  Why doesn’t he say, “The law says …?”  Because much of what they have been taught about the law is wrong, it falls short.
Matthew 5:22
“But I tell you that any who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone who says to a brother sister, ‘Raca,’is answerable to the court.  And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of Hell.”
Words and Phrases
“tell,” lego, see previous
“is angry,” orgizomenos, to be full of anger, furious, be very angry
“brother,” adelpho, brother, fellow Jew, neighbor
Note: Root word is used in Philadelphia, the city of brotherly love.
“Raca,” rhaka, fool, empty head
“court” synedrio, Sanhedrin
Note: The Sanhedrin was the Jewish high court.  It had 71 members and included both Pharisees (biblically conservatives and Sadducees (biblically liberal).  (They argued a lot.)
“You fool,” more, stupid, fool, nonsense
“in danger of,” enochos, guilty and deserving punishment
“hell,” geennan, Gehenna, hell
“fire,” pyros, fire, bondfire, place of punishment, reason for shame
Explanation
Yikes!  We all would have gotten the idea that killing someone, for no just cause, is wrong.  But to be angry at them counts!  To express this anger by insulting them should result in punishment?  This is accelerating the law!  It is taking it to a much higher, much holier standard.  Not only can’t kill my brother, I can’t even be angry enough to want to harm him.
My wife made a mistake.  She had a flare up of arthritis and should have stayed home on the couch, but she decided to try to go grocery shopping.  By the time she got back to her car, she was hurting so badly she could barely walk.  So, she left the shopping cart in front of her car.  She never does that, but she was in pain.
A man saw her and cussed her out, calling her filthy names.  For a shopping cart.
I’m angry at that man.  If I’d have been there, I’d probably be in jail right now.  If I’d have been able to restrain myself enough not to hit him, it would have been close.
Did he do wrong?  Yes.  Did I have a right to be angry?  Yes.  (Surprised you there, right?)
Is anger a sin?  No.  Why not?  Because God gets angry (wrath of God).  Jesus got angry at the Jewish leaders and even used a whip to cleanse the temple (John 2, Matthew 21).
Then … what?
To understand this we will do a method of Bible study I call “The Subtraction Method.”  (I just made that up.)  You take the Scripture as it is, then subtract something and ask, “How did that change this?”
The Scripture, “… is angry with a brother or sister …”
Subtract, “brother or sister” = “is angry.”
If Jesus had left our “brother or sister,” anger would always be a sin.  But he didn’t.  There were are conditions that change anger into sinful anger.
First, it is directed at someone we are supposed to be in community with, a brother or sister, or later, a neighbor. “But, who is my neighbor?” Jesus is asked when he talks about loving your neighbor as yourself (Luke 10).
The context here is the commandment not to murder.  Is killing every allowed by the Bible?  Yes.  In war.  The Lord commands the Israelites to go to war.  He doesn’t ever command sin.  Killing can be harsh, but necessary under some circumstances.  So the definition of “my neighbor,” or “brother or sister,” becomes “anyone who is not a legitimate enemy, such as in war.”
I’d argue that this also extends to law enforcement and self defense.
So, the first condition here is that this person isn’t a legitimate enemy.  That’s a pretty wide category.  Unfortunately for me, the mean man in the parking lot isn’t a sworn enemy.  I’m not supposed to want to hurt him.
Secondly, the condition refers to the degree of anger.  Jesus was irritated by the disciples in Matthew 17:17 and famously said, “How long do I have to put up with you?”
Irritation is a danger because it can lead to real anger, but it’s probably not a sin in itself.
The context here is the commandment about murdering.  The first word for anger is orizomenos, and it means rage.  “Raca” is a very strong insult.  We are not talking about irritation.  We are talking about murderous anger that could lead to violence or even murder.
Yeah, I’ve got to let my anger go.  It’s wrong.  I feel sorry for the guy in the parking lot.  If I’d have been there, I’d have defended her and rebuked him, both of which are allowed, but hopefully I wouldn’t have been violent.
Application
Well, this is easy.  Who doesn’t get angry?  Who doesn’t get too angry?
Are you harboring anger towards anyone?  Care to share?
When you’ve been angry, have you allowed it to go too far?  From mere irritation, possibly acceptable, to full blown “I wish I could hurt you” kind of anger?
If a parent spanks, what is the difference between disciplining out of love and out of anger?  Is there a difference?

Day Three
Matthew 5:23-24
23 “Therefore, if  you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or sister has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar.  First go and be reconciled to them; then come and offer your gift.”
Words and Phrases
“offering,” prospheres, to bring into the presence of, to bring
“doron,” gift, present
“altar,” thysiasterion, altar
“remember,” to recall, remember and respond
“against you,” kata sou, against you
“leave,” aphes, leave, divorce, forgive, cancel a debt
“go,” hypage, go (emphatically), Go!
“first,” proton, first, before
Note:  Yeah.  You’ve heard of a proton.  
“be reconciled,” diallagethi, from two words, “through” and “to change.”  To change one’s mind, be reconciled
Explanation
A lot of the commandments are about conflict.  Anger, lust (which creates conflict), greed (same), etc.  Jesus elevates the necessity for peace to a new level.  To the legalist, all the mattered was how I treated my brother.  Jesus elevates it to how I feel about him.  It’s much easier to control what I do that it is to control what I feel about it.
He elevates it so much that he says conflict interferes with our relationship with God.   Not just anger at God, that’s obvious, but also anger at others.  It is so destructive that we can’t even properly worship until we’ve tried to deal with it.
But what if the other person isn’t interested in reconciliation?  Are we barred from real worship because of their decision?  Here we are accountable for the effort, not the result.  Paul clarifies this in Romans 12:18, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”  If you know that you’ve done wrong and sincerely attempt reconciliation, then you are free to worship because you’ve done what “depends on you.”
Unforgiveness and unwillingness to reconcile poison us and push us away from God.  Jesus returns to this in Matthew 6:14-15 and, shockingly, says that if we are unwilling to forgive others, God won’t forgive us.
In other words, “Until you attempt to make things right with your brother, I’m not interested in your worship.”
Ouch.  Some of the hardest moments I’ve ever had in my Christian walk have been when I realized that the person who didn’t like me had some reasons for their opinions.  I’ve had to go to people, humble myself and apologize.
I didn’t enjoy that, but I sure enjoyed the renewal I experienced in my relationship with the Lord as a result of doing that.
Application
Tapeworms are gross.  There is one species that gets over 80 feet long!  That’s disgusting!  But they get in there and they grow, feeding off their victims and sapping them of energy and strength.
Sin is a tapeworm.  Spiritually, it does the same thing.  And conflict, which we leave without attempting reconciliation, is one of the worst.
Like yesterday, are you angry at anyone?  Have you tried to reconcile?  Have you really tried, or just took a few half-hearted swipes at it and called it good?
Sometimes anger can burrow down so deep we don’t even recognize it any more, but we probably see the symptoms that it’s there: apathy.  If there is distance between us and the Lord because of a deep, secret sin, there will be a cooling of our hearts and apathy.  We might wonder why worship doesn’t move us anymore.  We might think Bible study has gone flat.  We might dread prayer.  It could be because we haven’t dealt with the real problem, and unresolved conflict might be at the root.
Are you apathetic?  Might some sin have burrowed into your heart and sapped your strength?

Day Four
Matthew 5:25-26
25 “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court.  Do it while you are still together on the way, or your adversary may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown in prison.  26 Truly I tell you, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”
Words and Phrases
“settle matters,” isthi eunoon, “be” plus “in agreement”
“adversary,” antidiko, two words, “anti” plus “law,” one who is on the opposite side of us about some legal matter.
“quickly,” tachy, quickly, fast.
Note:  We might be seeing the word “tachometer,” here.  How fast something is going, such as an engine.
“way” hodo, on the path of life
“may hand,” prado, deliver, betray
“judge,” krite, judge
Note:  Basis for “critic?”
“officer,” hyperete, servant
“prison,” phylaken, jail, prison, guard against
“may be thrown,” llethese, to throw, sweep down, do away with
“get out,” exelthes, depart, leave from within
“have paid,” apodos, pay, do, sell
“last,” eschaton, last, final
Note: Eschatology is “The Study of Last Things.”
“penny,” kodranten, penny, coin

Explanation
It matters.  Down to the last penny.
When we are in conflict the wise thing to do is to resolve it quickly.  It seems like we have a sense of urgency here as if conflict is a cancer that grows and the sooner it is dealt with, the better.
And there is wisdom here.  When you are in conflict, stop it.  Get it right.  Do it now.  Otherwise you might find out that the consequences grow.
I had a friend that had a habit of sitting on his anger for a long time.  He finally told me that I’d offended him about something, a year later!  I had no idea.  Furthermore, because it was so long ago, I didn’t even remember what had happened.  I had to take his word for it that I’d said what he thought I said.  Truth was, I didn’t think I’d said that.  “Doesn’t sound like me,” isn’t a very strong defense.  (Yes, it’s okay to defend yourself if an accusation is unfair or if you were misunderstood.  It's not okay if it’s just your way to trying to get out of taking responsibility for your mistake.)  The result of the lack of "quickly,” was my apology was weak, because I wasn’t even sure he understood me correctly.  Bottom line, it’s not fair to sit on your resentment then accuse someone much later so that the only version of the events left are your memories.  We all know how we can warp our memories over time.  Reconcile quickly.
Another problem with delaying reconciliation is that resentment can grow in the other person’s heart.  So much so, that in this picture Jesus paints, the other person is embittered against us and now wants the maximum penalty.  Don’t let it get out of hand.  Reconcile quickly.
Finally, Jesus preaches in layers.  Partly, this is about us and others, but it’s also about us and the Lord.  I think the clue that this is about more than just me and my brother comes from the urgency in his words.  These are strong words.  The penalty is Gehenna for the anger, and a prison where there is no forgiveness of even a single penny of the debt for the lack of reconciliation.
If we are not right with God, we are headed for dire circumstances.  Don’t be foolish.  Reconcile with the Lord, today.
Application
When is the best time to reconcile?  Before it gets started.  Keeping a cool head and trying to avoid starting something that can explode in our faces is really wise.
What is tact?  Are you tactful?  How does “speaking the truth in love,” relate to conflict generation and resolution?
Have you ever had someone apologize to you?  Did you accept it and forgive them?  Why or why not?

Day Five
I’m giving you the day off.  Next week we’ll look at sexual sin.  You might want to take Day Five and just cringe.










