
Matthew 5:21-26 
21 ‘You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall 
not murder”; and “whoever murders shall be liable to 
judgement.” 22But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or 
sister,* you will be liable to judgement; 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.23So 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. 25Come 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. 26Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the 
last penny. 
 
Having taken a detour last week, this morning we continue our look at 
the Gospel of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount. This sermon, 
attributed to Jesus, is positioned at the point in Jesus’ public life when 
he was attempting to gather a community…calling a group of odd 
people together to embody an alternative to the ways of a world that, 
even then, were contrary to what God intended. The sayings in this 
section begin with “You have heard it said…” and are sometimes 
referred to as the antitheses, assuming the sayings contrast the 
legalism of the Hebrew Bible. The truth is, this section does not 
contradict the Jewish tradition, but continues it. We have to remember, 
Jesus was Jewish and he had no intention of being anything but Jewish. 
Recall these words also attributed to Jesus: 
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets: I 
have come not to abolish but to fulfill.”  
“Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, 
and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom 
of heaven, but whoever teaches them will be called great in the 
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kingdom of heaven.” We have no reason to believe Jesus was anything 
less than faithful to Jewish law. If anything, Jesus was radically Jewish, 
taking the laws and traditions of Judaism very seriously. Because of this, 
it is good for us to understand the intent of these six “You have heard it 
said…” sayings so they might inform our attempts at following in the 
ways of Jesus. 
 
Today’s passage reads, “You have heard that it was said to those of 
ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be 
liable to judgement.’ But I say to you that if you are angry with your 
brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement…” 
The use of the word “but” draws contrast, rather than clarification. It’s 
like when my mom used to say I could take the car on Friday night, 
but…I knew there was always something coming that was contrary to 
the wonderful news of being allowed to take the car. A better 
translation is, “And I say to you…” This is like, you can take the car and I 
will pay for the gas. Much better, don’t you think? 
 
Rather than repealing the law, challenging its authority, or giving a new 
law, Jesus clarified the law, he restored the law to its original intention. 
Let me illustrate with a charming childhood story. When I was a child, 
growing up with a brother 2 years older, quite a bit stronger, and 
certainly wilier than I, there was a lot of behavior between us that was 
about getting this close to the line, but not crossing it. I can remember 
riding in the car in the days when mini vans were not a thing. We did 
not have the luxury of having our own seat or even our own row. I sat 
right next to my brother, on the bench seat, during every single car 
ride.  
 
Often, Scott would bring a book to occupy his time on long rides. This 
was fine when we were older. However, when I was young…say 4, not 
yet reading on my own, and he was 6, and reading fluently, I did not 
appreciate his ability to entertain himself. I wanted him to entertain 



me. He didn’t want that most of the time. He would read and I would 
try to get his attention. First, I would ask a lot of questions. “What’s 
that book about?” “Have you read it before?” “Where did you get that 
book?” “Will you read to me?” Finally, he would tell me to be quiet, he 
was trying to read. Then I would do annoying things like trying to take 
his book away or I would throw my toys at him to distract him.  
 
When these tactics failed to divert his attention to me, I would ramp it 
up a notch. I would grab his arm or rub his head, or worse, I would hit 
him. At that point, he would strike back…or worse yet, get my mom 
involved. And then she would say (loudly), “Kelley, keep your hands off 
of your brother.” You might think that would be the end of it. Oh, no…I 
am nothing if not tenacious. My next move was a little move I like to 
call, “I’m not touching you.” 
I would put my hand or foot as close to Scott as I could get without 
actually touching him. It would bug him, he would tell my mom, and I 
would say, “I’m not even touching him.” You see? I went right up to the 
line, but didn’t cross it…I found the loophole.  Jesus’ message in these 
sayings was meant to close the loopholes when it comes to how we 
ought to treat each other. 
 
I’m a visual person though. So, this week, I searched for a visual that 
gets at this idea of restoring the law to its original intention. My search 
took me to the Vatican and the Sistine Chapel. You probably know the 
Sistine Chapel is home to many frescoes painted by Michelangelo. As 
you might imagine, the frescoes have been affected by years of 
exposure to candle smoke and other environmental factors. In 1980, 
the Vatican began a 14-year restoration project aimed at restoring the 
frescoes to their original splendor. The candle smoke, and even 
previous restoration attempts, had blackened the surface, so that in the 
past Michelangelo was commonly thought to be more interested in 
figures than in color. After the cleaning, much art criticism on the artist 
had to be revised, or even completely re-written.  



Take a look! 
 
So, if we think of Jesus’ “You have heard it said…” statements as serving 
the same sort of function as the careful restoration of Michelangelo’s 
frescoes, it helps us see Jesus was not getting rid of the law or changing 
the law, but illuminating the original intent of the law. He did not add 
more laws nor even raise the standards of what he believed God’s 
original intention was. Instead, he recovered what God had always 
intended with regard to the law. 
In today’s text, Jesus asked his hearers to recognize that holiness of life 
requires more than their commonplace understandings of the 
command not to murder. 
Sociologist and minister Christopher Burkett used familiar sayings in 
this same style, expanding our commonplace understanding of some 
famous adages. I got permission to tweak his words. Here’s what I came 
up with:   
 

You have heard it was said 
Blood is thicker than water, 
ties of birth determine who’s kin. 
And I say to you              
     kin is belonging              
     that’s given by God,              
     ties that bind              
     are as wide as             
     sovereign grace. 
For if you make your clan based on heredity 
where then is God’s plan 
for inclusion that heals? 
 
In this verse, we are reminded that true kinship is not about heredity, 
but rather about all of us belonging to the family of God. 
 



 
You have heard it was said 
Charity begins at home, 
your care and concern 
confined by who you know. 
And I say to you              
     love is not bound by proximity, 
     it stretches your will,        
     enlarging your soul,              
     confounding constraint  
     and making you see with your heart. 
For if you care only for those near, 
what have you learned 
but to only exist? 
 
And in this verse, we are reminded that there is a broader definition of 
home that extends beyond the 4 walls of the dwellings in which we live. 
 
You will note, in today’s text, Jesus focused beyond our commonplace 
understanding of murder, and zeroed in on the root of murder…anger; 
not on having anger but on what one does with anger. The teaching is 
not, “Don’t anyone ever get angry.” 
Everyone feels anger. You show me someone who says they never feel 
angry and I will show you someone who is gifted at repressing his/her 
feelings. Anger itself is not harmful. In fact, getting angry about 
something often spurs us to action, compelling us to stand up in the 
face of injustice. Harm is inflicted when anger causes us to do and say 
things that hurt other people or ourselves. Anger distorts God’s 
purposes for our lives, as individuals, and our lives together in 
community.  
 
We do damage to ourselves when we live in a state of perpetual anger. 
The damage we do is that ultimately we push other people away. Have 



you ever known anyone who seems angry all the time? Quite frankly, it 
is exhausting to be around constant hostility. Think about being around 
Cruella De vil or Yosemite Sam all the time. Sadly, intense, consuming 
anger isn’t limited to cartoons. We see it on the evening news, many of 
us see it in our workplaces, in our schools, and maybe even in our own 
homes. Let me encourage you, if you feel angry all the time, or if you 
are taking the brunt of someone else’s anger, please seek help. I know 
there are counselors in our community who would be glad to talk to 
you and help you with some strategies to deal with anger that is 
negatively affecting your life and the lives of those you love.  
 
It’s important because anger severs relationships. Anger leaves us 
broken. This passage makes it clear that God calls us out of our anger 
and into reconciliation, “…leave your gift before the altar and go first to 
be reconciled to your brother or sister, “and “Come to terms quickly 
with your accuser…” 
 
Reconciliation is some cases is complicated. One incident leads to anger 
and harsh words and then months or years of bad behavior leave both 
sides feeling justified and sometimes even content in their anger. 
Sometimes, the original infraction is long forgotten. Truth has given 
way to hostility and unfounded suspicion that drives our interaction or 
lack of interaction with one another. Families, colleagues, friends, even 
churches are not immune to the effects of unreconciled anger. Hear 
this…it is impossible for you to see who God really wants you to be 
when you are blinded by anger, even a little bit of sustained anger is 
like poison to your soul. 
 
I will end this morning by sharing a story that has been meaningful to 
me as I have reflected on it in the last few years. It’s the story of the 
Rwandan Reconciliation Villages. I first heard of the Reconciliation 
Villages from a young person who shares my love of glitter. Her name is 



Kelsey and she took a trip to Rwanda. When she came back, she told 
me a story like this. 
 
It's been more than 20 years since the 1994 genocide in Rwanda that 
left about 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus dead. Jaqueline was 16 
years old on April 6, 1994. It was the day the plane carrying the 
presidents of Rwanda and Burundi, both Hutus, was shot down over 
the Rwandan capital, sparking the 100 day genocidal killings of the 
Tutsis throughout the country.  
 
"That very day, I was not at home, "Jaqueline said. "My parents had 
sent me to get milk from where we graze our cows. When I came back, 
I found all of my family members dead." A group of her Hutu neighbors 
had gathered in the village center. They went to her house and started 
the killing. In all, 12 of her family members were violently killed. She 
fled to the fields to hide and then left for neighboring Burundi to 
survive the genocide. 
 
Another man, Fredrick, didn't kill Jaqueline's family members but he did 
kill others during the genocide. He and about 200 other men in his 
village killed their victims with different weapons - swords, machetes 
and even Rwandan traditional spears. 
 
Fredrick said, "During the genocide, I went to hunt for the Tutsis so that 
we can kill them because the former government told us that they were 
enemies so they should be killed.” One day his group killed seven 
people. Fredrick said now he believes in unity and love. He blames the 
genocide on bad leadership. 
 
He says it was political propaganda that Tutsis are bad people so they 
should be killed. Even in the school, they taught us those things, he 
said. “Hutus were told to make Tutsis stand up so that we should know 
them. So they wanted to eliminate Tutsis.”  



 
 
In 2005, Jaqueline was selected to move into a Reconciliation Village. 
The founding members of the community voted on who could live 
there, typically choosing families most vulnerable to poverty or illness. 
 
Now, Jaqueline lives right next door to some of the people who killed 
her family. All residents live in tin-roofed concrete and brick houses 
that they built themselves. The government provided the land and 
some organizations like Norwegian Church Aid helped pay for the 
homes. 
 
But before the killers could become residents, they had to ask 
forgiveness. Jaqueline says the soldiers brought the perpetrators to 
meet the victims at the local government office. She said, "They told us 
that they were the ones who killed our family members. From there, 
there was no problem," she says. "They asked forgiveness, and we 
forgave them." They showed Jaqueline where they buried her family so 
the victims could be given a proper burial.  
 
Fredrick arrived in the Peace Village in 2006 after spending eight and a 
half years in prison for his crimes. He got out of jail early thanks to a 
2003 presidential pardon. While in prison, Fredrick started writing 
letters to the victims' family members. After he was released, he went 
to their homes and asked for forgiveness in person. 
 
Jaqueline has three children who play with the children of the 
perpetrators. She said the country has reached unity and reconciliation. 
In the Reconciliation Village, she said, I see the people who killed my 
family on a regular basis, we interact, they even come and visit me and 
we talk about life in the village. We don't have any problems.” 
 
 



A farmer now, Fredrick and his wife have four children. Most of the 
Reconciliation Village residents work as farmers so they work together 
in the fields. They have agriculture and livestock cooperatives. (The 
story of Jaqueline and Fredrick is taken from the website of Voice of 
America (http://www.voanews.com/a/reconciliation-village-hosts-
victims-prepetrators-of-rwandan-genocide-103207594/155845.html). 
 
They live side by side. They work side by side. Their children only know 
each other as friends and neighbors. This is reconciliation. It isn’t 
pretending the bad things didn’t happen. It isn’t an empty apology. It is 
saying “I’m sorry” and “You’re forgiven” every single day through the 
way they live their lives and interact with one another. It is a choice. It 
is not settling for broken pieces and shattered lives, but wanting 
something different for the future, for their children. 
 
This story has been meaningful to me because it reminds me that if the 
Rwandans can live side by side peacefully, surely, I can continually seek 
reconciliation in my very privileged life. Surely, I can admit my own fault 
when I have hurt someone. Surely, I can initiate repairing relationships 
when they break. Surely, I can forgive the person who has hurt me.  
 
Being followers of the ways of Jesus requires us to be radical. Jesus’ 
words were radical then and they seem radical today. Our actions have 
the same effect as murder when we isolate ourselves in the global 
community, when we hold entire groups of people accountable for the 
actions of a few, when we allow hateful rhetoric to be spewed on our 
behalf, and when we refuse to engage in reconciliation in our personal 
lives. We must be about piece by piece repairing broken hearts and 
broken lives, bringing the fullness of God to life. It is why we are 
here…We are Disciples of Christ, a movement for wholeness in a 
fragmented world. Amen. 
 
 


