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Matthew 5:21-27 

“More than a Moral Checklist” 

We’re in our 3rd week of listening to the Sermon on the Mount.  It covers 3 

chapters in Matthew’s gospel, so we’ve still got a lot of it to go.  Today, Jesus 

seems to jump all over the place in his preaching – going from murder, to calling 

people names, to worship etiquette to courtroom advice and warnings, to 

adultery to rather bizarre and exaggerated talk about self-mutilation.  He then 

barely catches his breath before taking off in a new direction on divorce and the 

taking of oaths. It all seems rather random and quite confusing (if you ask me). 

When I read a text like this, I figure I have two options for preaching. 

The first is to explain everything in the text, and the second is to choose to focus 

on a small piece of it that I believe sheds some light on the larger picture.  I’ve 

chosen to go with the latter option.  I tell you that so you won’t be sitting there 

with bated breath waiting for me to explain Jesus on divorce or the thing about 

gouging out your eyes; those things will have to wait for another day. 

The small piece I’ve chosen to focus on is verses 23 and 24: 

23”So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your 

brother or sister has something against you,24leave your gift there before the altar 

and go; first, be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then - come and offer 

your gift.” 

Now that would have been a fairly radical thing to hear Jesus say, because making 

an offering to God was a very important part of people’s worship of God.  Being 

generous with God was a sign that people were generous with others.  And as 

we’ve heard these past couple of weeks, Jesus, and the Old Testament prophets 

before him, made it clear that how we treat people matters to God.  “You have 

heard what is good,” Micah told us.  “Do justice, love kindness, walk humbly.”  Or 

Isaiah: “loose the bonds of injustice; break every yoke; share your bread with the 

hungry.”  And Jesus: “You are the salt of the earth and the light of the world.  Let 



you light shine before others so they may see your good works and give glory to 

your Father in heaven.”  We’ve heard a lot about how we are to behave as 

Christians. 

But today, Jesus goes deeper, and tells us that what we do is only one piece of 

discipleship.  How we think matters, too.  In fact, what’s on our hearts and on our 

minds is as important as how we treat other people.  

Now, this is a much deeper interpretation of the law-and much higher ideal-than 

people were used to.  The Pharisees, for example, believed in following the letter 

of the law.   They took the law at its word, and believed that literally adhering to it 

made one righteous.  In this way, if a person did not murder, commit adultery, 

worship other gods, or did keep the Sabbath, honored one’s mother and father, 

etc., one was righteous, and faithful.   

But Jesus took the law one step further and told the people:  “You have heard 

that it was said ‘do not murder, for you will be liable to judgment’, but I say to you 

if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment.”  Jesus 

wants our way of life to be more than just a moral checklist of dos and don’ts, 

because he knows that our attitudes and emotions matter, too.  Don’t murder, he 

says.  But don’t get angry or resentful, either.  Don’t commit adultery, but don’t 

lust after others, either.  Jesus calls for an inwardly transformed person, not just 

an outwardly obedient one. 

Because Jesus knows that the anger or resentment or envy we carry in our hearts 

are a disease that will grow and spread and eventually harm us and the people 

with whom we are angry or resentful or envious of.  In the words of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. holding onto anger can and will distort our personality.  Anger, if held 

onto, can become vengeance, and vengeance is destructive to God and God’s 

people.   

There’s an old mountain tune called, “Don’t Bring Me Flowers When I’m Dead” 

that’s popular in the hollers of Appalachia. 

The lyrics tell about a tradition still carried on in some small mountain churches of 

what is referred to as the “Flower Service.”  (Which is not to be confused with 

“Decoration Day” when people bring flowers to decorate the graves in the church 

cemetery.) 



At the flower service, everyone brings a bouquet of flowers and places them on a 

table in front of the pulpit.  These are not an arranged bouquet; they are a large 

fistful of flowers from the garden and wild flowers from the fields and 

woods.  Then the minister preaches a sermon on Matthew 5:23-24, stressing the 

need for harmony and peace in the congregation and reminding people of Jesus’ 

admonition to make peace with our neighbor before kneeling at the altar to pray 

to God.  After the sermon, a genuinely amazing “passing of the peace” takes place 

as everyone in the congregation comes to the table and retrieves their bouquet 

and then begins to go to every other person in the church to apologize for any 

hurt feelings or harsh words or misunderstandings. 

From the oldest to the youngest, everyone talks to everyone else, not caring how 

long it takes. After apologies and words of forgiveness and reconciliation have 

been spoken and heard, people then exchange flowers, sealing the restoration of 

their relationship and then moving on to another sister or brother in Christ. (see 

Howard Dorgan, “Giving Glory to God in Appalachia: Worship Practices of Six 

Baptist Subdenominations.” University of Tennessee Press, 1987, p. 147, as told 

by the Rev. Dr. Elmer L. Chilton, www.lectionarylab.com) 

This practice in these small mountain churches comes out of a deep 

understanding that what Jesus wants are transformed disciples, not just obedient 

ones. 

Does this mean we’re not to get angry with people?  No, it doesn’t.  Anger in and 

of itself is not a sin, and we see Jesus get angry in the gospels.  But what we do 

with anger matters.  Unexpressed anger can do harm to both the person 

harboring the emotion and the person the anger is directed towards.  Also, verbal 

abuse dehumanizes people, and deep resentments can fester inside us and close 

our hearts, which prevents us from offering our whole heart to God.   

But if we’re willing to do the hard work of reconciliation, and work on 

transforming our hearts and minds, we’ll find that there will be more room for 

generosity, and for thinking the best of people rather than the worst, and for 

offering forgiveness to people when they haven’t acted their best, and being 

honest that we are in need of forgiveness, too.  Because no one is perfect.  And 

working at being a better person, and a better Christian, is a lifelong process.  

Some days we get it right, and some days we get it wrong.  Some days we need to 



be forgiven, and some days we need to be the one offering forgiveness.  Some 

days we’re offering flowers to someone as a sign of reconciliation, and some days 

we’re the one receiving the flowers.   

Lord knows it’s not easy to be the giver or the receiver, but as someone once 

wrote: to nurse anger is to kill divine love.  To kill love, is to kill our human 

capacity to love.  When our hearts are clenched in anger, they are shut tight 

against love.  And we have only one heart, so a clenched heart is also clenched 

against God and the healing God provides. 

There’s an old folk tale about a man who was a baker, and he was known in the 

village for his self-righteousness. He was a very righteous man. His wife respected 

her husband, loved him too, as much as he would allow, but over time her heart 

began to ache for something more than his worthy righteousness. So it happened 

that one day the baker came home to find his wife in the arms of a stranger. All 

the village assumed that the righteous baker would throw her out on the street, 

but he said, “Oh no, the Good Book tells me not to do that. I will keep her at 

home.”  

Yet he could not forgive her in his heart. As time passed, his feelings grew angrier 

and more brittle. After a while, notice was taken of this, and every time he felt 

bitterness toward his wife, an angel would fly down from heaven and deposit a 

tiny pebble in his heart, and he would feel a little stab of pain. As the days passed, 

the pebbles multiplied, until soon he was bent over with the weight of them. 

Then one night the angel came to him. 

“Nothing can change what she did,” the man protested.  

“You are right,” the angel answered.  “You cannot change the past, but you can 

heal the past.” 

“How?” the baker asked.  

“Just look with new eyes.” 

 

So the baker began to try to see his wife in a new way. Mysteriously, every time 

he tried, she became transformed into the woman he came to love again.  But 

something else mysterious happened; the man also became transformed.  Day by 

day, the angel lifted the stones out of his heart, and love moved back into his 

heart. Together the two of them began a journey into a new season of life, a 



journey of love, healing, and reconciliation. ["The Magic Eyes, A Little Fable" from 

FORGIVE AND FORGET by Louis B. Smedes. Copyright © 1984 by Louis B. Smedes. 

Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.] 

Jesus knows that it’s hard to transform our hearts and minds, but Jesus doesn’t 

want us to go through life feeling anger and resentment either.  I believe God can, 

and will, help us with these feelings if we’re willing to turn them over to God and 

open our hearts to God’s powerful, healing love.  Because only transformed 

hearts can lead to transformed people.  And transformed people, lead to a 

transformed world.  And ultimately, that is what Christ is after. 

Is this an impossible ideal that Christ places in front of us today?  No, but it is a 

difficult one, and one that requires our constant attention.  But as Desmond Tutu 

once said, “Only together, hand in hand, as God’s family and not as another’s 

enemy, can we ever hope to end the vicious cycle of revenge and retribution.”   

May we pray for the strength and courage to live up to the ideal, so that we can 

offer our whole selves and our whole hearts to God, just as God has offered God’s 

heart to us in Jesus Christ. 

Amen. 

 


