
ECF 24th January 2016 Matthew 5:21-26 Be Different in Your Anger 
I wonder if you ever feel a bit like these guys. Video: Tennis Meltdowns  I think many of us know how that feels.  In this 
world it is easy to get frustrated with other people, to be irritated by their actions and attitudes, to get furious at how 
they’ve treated us or done things to hurt us.   
 
And although we don’t usually react by attacking the other person, we can justify feeling like this, attacking them verbally or 
just complaining to others about them.  After all, it is the other person’s fault, isn’t it? 
 
But is that ok?  Is it ok for us to be angry when people get under our skin?  Or does Jesus want us to be different in our 
anger?  Let’s read Matthew 5:21-26: :  “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone 
who murders will be subject to judgment.’ 22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to 
judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ 
will be in danger of the fire of hell. 
23 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 
24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 
25 “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he 
may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 26 I tell 
you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.” 
 
1. A Different Standard 
This is the first of 6 examples that Jesus presents in this sermon of the righteousness that God is looking for in our lives.  This 
“righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.” Matthew 5:20. because it is not limited to 
external compliance or limited circumstances, but it is a total, complete and wholehearted love for God and a selfless love 
for others.   
 
But as we talked about last week, this is a standard that we could never reach ourselves.  Instead, Jesus reveals God’s true 
standard of holiness, so that we can accurately recognise our sinfulness and accept his mercy and grace, and then as his 
forgiven followers, allow him to lead us into this new life.   
 
And so as we look at these sections in Matthew 5, if we think that the standard is too high and too difficult to attain – then 
that’s ok, because that’s where Jesus wants us to get to.  He wants us to understand that this righteous life is beyond us, so 
that we turn to him for the forgiveness of our sins and the power to live this new life.  
 
2. A Different Authority 
And each of these six sections begins with a remarkable claim of authority.  When the prophets in the past spoke, they said, 
“This is what the Lord says…”  Exodus 11:4  They were claiming just to be the spokesmen for God – repeating to others what 
God has said to them. 
 
When the Rabbis taught in Jesus’ day, they didn’t claim to be inspired or to speak from their own authority.  Instead they 
often referred to other previous rabbis or introduced what they were saying by “There is a teaching that  says…”  
 
And when we teach God’s truth in church, we also don’t claim authority in ourselves.  Instead we say, “The Bible says…”  We 
only speak from the authority of Scripture.   
 
But in each of these six sections, Jesus began by saying, “You have heard that it was said… But I tell you.”  Matthew 5:21  In 
contrast with what other people had taught, Jesus claimed to have the personal authority to give the definitive explanation 
of what God is looking for in our lives.   
 
Jesus wasn’t correcting Scripture, but rather he was claiming the authority to correct the wrong ideas of what it meant and 
when it applied.   
 
3. The Sixth Commandment  
In this first example, Jesus spoke about the sixth commandment, “Do not murder.”  Matthew 5:21  This was a clear 
prohibition against taking another person’s life in an act of homicide.  
 
It was given because as human beings, we have been made in the image of God, and so we have intrinsic value and worth.  
Our life is a precious gift from God, and no-one has the right to destroy that gift.   
 
And I’m sure that all of us would disagree.  This week, again the horror of murder has been revealed in the case of Kenneth 



O’Brien, the 33 year old man whose remains were found in a suitcase in a section of the Grand Canal.  None of us would 
hesitate to say that this is wrong, evil and totally against God’s will. 
 
We wouldn’t argue that “anyone who murders will be subject to judgement.” Matthew 5:21  They should face the 
consequences of their actions not just on the final day of judgement, but also now through the legal system.  We might 
have different ideas as to the type and extent of this punishment, but we’d accept that our society needs to stand up and 
protect the lives of its people.   
 
4. The Greater Meaning 
If we stopped there, most of us would be comfortable with this.  We’ve not committed this crime.  We’ve not murdered 
anyone, I hope.  So we’re ok.   
 
But the challenge in this passage is that Jesus said that this commandment against murder went much further.  “But I tell 
you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.”  Matthew 5:22  This command does not only 
prohibit murder, but also the internal attitude of anger behind it.   
 
a) Righteous Anger 
Of course there is such a thing as righteous anger.  As God looks at this world of violence, greed, corruption, exploitation, he 
responds in anger.  Romans 1:18 states “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and 
wickedness of men.” 
 
God is angry at sin.  This is an expression of not only his holiness, but also of his love for mankind!  It is because of his 
passionate and complete love for us, that he is totally against sin and wholeheartedly committed to confronting it and 
punishing it.   
 
Today God’s anger at sin is revealed as he allows mankind to head downward on their self-destructive spiral of depravity!  
But one day, this anger will be fully revealed on “The day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed.” 
Romans 2:5 
 
As believers in Jesus we have been rescued from this wrath – but only because Jesus suffered the full weight of it in our 
place on the cross.  As we read in Isaiah 53:5: “The punishment that brought us peace was upon him.”  The horror of the 
cross reveals God’s righteous anger against sin!   
 
And so like God, it’s possible for us to experience righteous anger over the evil, injustice and cruelty in the world.  “In your 
anger do not sin.” Ephesians 4:26, and so although he warns about the danger of it, he also implies that not all anger is sin.   
 
b) Unrighteous Anger  
But the problem is that more often than not, our anger isn’t of this righteous type.  It usually comes out of our selfishness 
and pride.  It is full of our self-importance and vanity.   
 
Despite all of the huge injustices and inequalities in this world, the things that make us the most angry are usually when 
we’re hurt, when we are overlooked, neglected or cheated, when we don’t get our own way.  It is often the queue-jumper, 
the bad driver, the forgetful husband, the insensitive church member that gets us mad!   
 
And this anger is often uncontrolled, unbalanced and out of proportion to the situation.   A July 2014 in Seattle, a man 
accidentally burned down his house.  The problem started when he found a spider in the laundry and he tried killing it with 
a cigarette lighter and a can of spray paint.  But he accidentally lit the wall on fire, and that spread to the rest of his house!  
It was drastic response to a small problem. 
 
And it is that kind of over-reaction to problems that anger produces.  When we light the fire of anger in response to issues 
in our lives, it consumes everything and everyone around us. 
 
And so James wrote: “Man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.” James 1:20  Anger makes good 
decisions much harder, it distorts our vision and messes up our hearts.  So although anger is not always sin, it often leads to 
sin.  “An angry man stirs up dissension, and a hot-tempered one commits many sins.” Proverbs 29:22  
 
But Jesus went further here.  He didn’t just say that unrighteous anger leads to sin.  It is sin itself.  Even if we never let it 
develop into the act of taking someone’s life, it is still tantamount to murder in God’s sight!  John wrote in 1 John 3:15: 
“Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer.”   



 
Although no human court could or would prosecute us for being angry, we “will be subject to judgement.”  Matthew 5:22  
God will hold us accountable for that attitude in our hearts.  In God’s sight, hatred and anger is murdering them in our 
hearts!   
 
So we must have a zero tolerance with unrighteous anger.  We need to refuse to give any room in our lives for this kind of 
sinful resentment.  Paul says, “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of 
malice.” Ephesians 4:31 
 
5. Our Words Matter 
That means we need to be careful with what we say.  When I was young, when someone was being really horrible, 
sometimes we said,  “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.”  We were trying to say that 
although physical violence would hurt, the name-calling and insults won’t – they will just wash off us like water off a duck’s 
back. 
 
The problem with this is – it’s not true.  Words do hurt.  Insults do impact us.  Verbal abuse can leave deep painful scars that 
can last a lifetime.  And so these can never be part of the righteous life that Jesus wants for us. 
 
a) Don’t Insult Others 
“Anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin.”  Matthew 5:22  To call someone Raca was 
insulting their intelligence – calling them ‘empty-headed.’  It was classed as a slander that was punishable by the Sanhedrin, 
the religious court of the Jews. 
 
But that was really the least of their worries.  Jesus went on: “But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire 
of hell.” Matthew 5:22  This is another insult, but possibly focuses on their character.  They were calling them an outcast, 
someone who lived in reckless rebellion against God!  But Jesus said, it was those who used this kind of abusive language 
who were far from God and doomed to judgement! 
 
And so Jesus was saying that any kind of abusive or insulting language has no place in the mouths of God’s people.  As 
James wrote: “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s 
likeness. 10 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.” James 3:9–10  These kinds of 
words are inconsistent with the righteous life that God is looking for.  They are inconsistent with loving God or loving others.   
 
b) Build them up 
And so Paul says, “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others 
up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.” Ephesians 4:29 We must only use our words to build 
others up: to share with them the truth, to encourage them to live in the right  way, to lead them to faith in Christ and help 
them to live for him. 
 
If we’re being honest, we know that we can’t do this in our own strength.  We need God’s help to control our tongues.  And 
so David asked in Psalm 141:3: “Set a guard over my mouth, O Lord; keep watch over the door of my lips.”  
 
6. Work to Restore Relationships 
But even with our best of intentions, all of us can end up in times of broken friendships and strained relationships.  And so 
Jesus went to apply this principle to how we should respond in these kinds of situations.  He uses two examples.   
 
a) In a Church Service 
The first one is a time of worship: “If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has 
something against you.”  Matthew 5:23.  
 
For us, the equivalent would be in church on a Sunday morning.  We’re worshipping the Lord, singing songs of praise, 
listening to God’s Word and praying for God’s blessing.  But then we remember that we’ve done something to hurt or 
offend someone else in our church family.  What should we do?   
 
Is it ok for us to put it to the back of our mind?  Should we resolve to deal with it later?  Or should we just remind ourselves 
that Jesus has forgiven all our sins and so  forget about it? 
 
Jesus says none of those things.  Instead, he said, “Leave your gift there in front of the altar.”  Matthew 5:24.  Immediately, 
break off your time of worship.  Stop singing that song.  Stop listening to the preach.  Stop praying for blessing.   



 
Instead, we should “First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”  Matthew 5:24  We need to 
go and admit our fault, give our apology, ask for their forgiveness, work for reconciliation.  Then we can come back and 
worship God. 
 
Jesus is saying that we cannot love God if we don’t love his children.  We cannot honour him if we are disrespecting his 
family.  We cannot worship him if we don’t care about his kids!  “Whoever loves God must also love his brother.” 1 John 
4:21 
 
b) In A Court Case 
The second situation is one of a court case.  This time our problem is not with our brother, but with our enemy.  But the 
basic message is the same: “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court.”  Matthew 5:25   
 
Don’t wait any longer.  Don’t wait until you stand before the judge and you’re forced to pay.  If you do, the consequences 
will be much greater: “You may be thrown into prison.”  Matthew 5:25 
 
I’d guess many of us have seen this principle in our lives.  It is difficult to go and own up to our mistakes.  It is difficult to say 
sorry and make amends.  But the longer we leave it, the more we try and avoid these difficult steps, the harder it gets!  “Do 
it now!” Jesus says, “Don’t delay another moment.”   
 
c) In Every Situation 
And so, although these two situations are different, and the people involved are different, the message is similar.  It is about 
repenting from our wrong attitudes or behaviour sooner rather than later  It is about admitting our wrongs.  It is about 
repenting and doing what we can to make it right.  And as Paul said in Romans 12:8: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on 
you, live at peace with everyone.”  
 
Of course we can’t do this in our own strength, or through our efforts.  But we can depend on God to produce this in our 
lives through his Holy Spirit. “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness 
and self-control.” Galatians 5:22–23  It is the Spirit who pours his love into our hearts, empower us to control our tongues, 
gives us the patience with difficult people and the humility and grace to be peacemakers in this world. 
 
Conclusion 
So this is the righteous life that Jesus is looking for. Yes we live in a frustrating and hurtful world.  Yes there are situations 
that are upsetting and annoying.  But  

 We must not give any place in our lives to anger and resentment.   

 We must guard our mouths from insults and abuse.   

 And we must do everything we can, as soon as we can, to resolve problems and reconcile relationships.   
 
God want us to live a life of love – loving him with our whole hearts, soul, mind and strength as well as loving others as 
ourselves.  
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