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“The Spirituality of the Law: Murder” 
(Matthew 5:21-26) 

 
Introduction 
 
 In life, some things are worse than they first appear.  Students know this.  As a sophomore in 
college, I left my statistics final thinking the exam was tough.  But when I got my grade back, I realized 
the test was actually much harder than I thought.  Another example is pollen.  We just lived through one 
of the “yellowest” Springs I have ever seen.  To the eye, pollen looks like fluffy, golden powder—like you 
could collect it all into a pile and roll around in it.  But when you look at pollen under a microscope you 
realize that it is a spike-laden sphere of death! 
 More seriously, we also see this principle in matters of illness.  A mild cough is sometimes the 
first symptom of a dreaded illness.  A small spot on the skin is at times the first manifestation of a life-
threatening cancer.  Heart attacks often begin with a slight pain in the chest.   
 Most seriously, we see this principle when dealing with sin.  We tend to categorize sins into 
“big” and “small” and we think that if we can stop committing the “big” sins, we are doing pretty well.  
We feel self-satisfied.  Surely, God is impressed with our obedience.  Young Christians struggle with this 
especially.  The young Christian man thinks that if he can just beat the sin of pornography, he will finally 
be godly. The young Christian woman thinks that if she can get past her struggles with anorexia, she will 
have arrived.  But the longer we live as Christians the more we realize that the roots of sin run deep.  
As we grow in grace, we get to know God better and we see His holiness revealed in His word more 
clearly.  And confronted by the holiness of God, we become more acquainted with our hearts and realize 
the depths of the sinfulness of sin.  It is like light that is slowly turned up in a dark room.  When the light 
is low, the room seems clean.  But when the light is turned up, the dirt and trash and litter become 
increasingly visible.  That is how it is with our hearts.  The more we study them, the more we see.  Apart 
from the grace of God, our hearts are a strange mix of wrong desires, evil motivations, pride, and 
selfishness.  Sin is always with us, even in our prayers.  The godliest of Christians can say with Paul, “For 
I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.  For I have the desire to do what is right, but 
not the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on 
doing” (Rom. 7:18-19).  
 But there is a mercy in being confronted with our sinfulness.  The holiness of God crushes our 
self-righteousness and forces us to flee to a better righteousness—the perfect righteousness of Christ.  
 
Background 
 
 For the past few months, we have been studying through the Sermon on the Mount.  As we 
have noted, this sermon is probably the most famous sermon the Lord Jesus ever preached during the 
course of His earthly ministry.  In this sermon, Jesus is concerned to describe His followers.  Jesus’ 
followers are distinct from the world.  They do not live for SELF.  Instead, they live for God.  Jesus calls 
them “salt” and “light” (5:13-16).  They make the world better and they shine forth the truth and 
holiness of God in the way that they speak and live. 
 Last week, we studied 5:17-20 and saw Jesus begin a new section of this sermon.  From 5:1-16, 
He had been concerned to describe the characteristics of His followers—the citizens of the Kingdom.  
They are “poor in spirit” (5:3).  They “mourn” over their sinfulness (5:4).  They are “meek” (5:5), etc.  But 
in 5:17, He transitions and begins to describe how his disciples live in the world—how they interact with 
others.  Above all, we saw that Jesus was interested to assure His disciples that He had not come to 
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“abolish” the Law and Prophets, but to fulfill them.  The word of God stands sure.  But, Jesus also 
wanted His followers to truly understand the Law.  We need to understand that most of those listening 
to this sermon were illiterate.  They had no access to the Law of God themselves.  The only way they 
had been able to learn about the Law was from the teaching of the rabbis, scribes and Pharisees.  But 
these teachers of Israel (John 3:10) had misinterpreted the Law.  They had made it something 
completely external—a list of rules (613 precisely) to be obeyed perfectly.  And to insure that perfect 
obedience they had added their traditions which stipulated precisely HOW each commandment was to 
be obeyed.  This was the sum and substance of their righteousness—keeping the commands of the 
Law in a purely outward, mechanical manner.  But Jesus warned the crowds: 
 
Matthew 5:20- “[U]nless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees, you will never 
enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
   
The Spirituality of the Law 
 
 The trouble with the scribes and Pharisees was that they completely missed the point of the 
Law.  The Law is focused on the heart.  Paul said, “The Law is spiritual” in Romans 7:14.  The scribes and 
Pharisees should have realized this when they studied the 10th commandment. 
 
Exodus 20:17- “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his 
male servant, or his female servant, or his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbor’s.”  
 

To covet is to desire IN THE HEART something that belongs to another—whether it is his or her 
position in life, possessions, or spouse.  It is completely internal.  And so we see a principle that John 
Calvin referred to as the “Spirituality of the Law.” 1  The Law deals with our hearts—our loves, 
motivations, and desires.  The righteousness we need is the righteousness of the heart.   
 
“Contrary to the external, superficial, and hypocritical righteousness that typified the scribes and 
Pharisees, the righteousness God requires is first of all internal.  If it does not exist in the heart, it does 
not exist at all.”2  
            -John MacArthur 
        

In order to teach His followers the true nature of the Law, from 5:21-48 our Lord gives six 
examples of the kinds of wrong interpretation of the Law offered by the scribes and Pharisees and 
then gives His authoritative teaching regarding those particular issues.  As Jesus does so, we will be 
confronted by His absolute authority.  Jesus does not speak like the scribes and Pharisees.  Jesus is the 
divine King and He speaks with kingly authority.  As we are confronted with Jesus’ teaching concerning 
the Law, we will see more clearly the sinfulness of our own hearts and our need for a perfect 
righteousness.  This morning we will look together at the first example Jesus gives—murder.   

 
MIM: In the eyes of a Holy God, sinful anger is the same as murder.   

                                                           
1
 From a sermon by John Calvin entitled, “The Spirituality of the Law” accessed online at 

http://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/sdg/pdf/calvin_varsermon09.pdf on 05/22/2014. 
 

2
 John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 

1985), 283. 
 

http://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/sdg/pdf/calvin_varsermon09.pdf%20on%2005/22/2014
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Matthew 5:21-26- “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever 
murders will be liable to judgment.’ 22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will 
be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You 
fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire. 23 So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember 
that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be 
reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. 25 Come to terms quickly with your 
accuser while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the 
judge to the guard, and you be put in prison. 26 Truly, I say to you, you will never get out until you have 
paid the last penny.” 
 
As we study this passage we are going to ask two questions: 
-How should we think about anger and murder? 
-How should we deal with sinful anger in our relationships? 
 

I. How should we think about anger and murder? (5:21-22) 
 

A. In 5:21-22, we see that the scribes and Pharisees fundamentally misunderstood the 
teaching of the Law regarding murder.  In 5:21, Jesus begins to undermine their false 
teaching.  He begins by saying, “You have heard that it was said to those of old” (5:21a).  
With some variation, this is the way He will begin each of the six examples of wrong 
interpretations of the law He is going to give (5:21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43).  “Those of old” 
refers to the Israelites who received the Law of God at Mount Sinai and throughout their 
journey in the wilderness.  Because they did not have access to the OT scriptures 
themselves, the Jewish people of Jesus’ day had “heard” what God had commanded 
their forefathers through the rabbis, scribes, and Pharisees.  And Jesus records that the 
teaching of the rabbis, scribes, and Pharisees was ‘You shall not murder; and whoever 
murders will be liable to judgment” (5:21). 

 
B. What is wrong with this teaching?  Jesus is reciting word for word the 6th 

commandment when He says “You shall not murder” (Exodus 20:13).  The word for 
“murder” here doesn’t refer broadly to killing, but specifically to intentionally and 
unlawfully taking the life of another person—murder.3  Certainly God does not approve 
of murder.  Then Jesus adds another teaching of the Scribes and Pharisees regarding the 
Old Testament, “and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.”  The idea is that 
murderers would be liable to the judgment of local courts in Israel.  Both of these things 
are true.  It is wrong to murder and those who committed murder4 would face the 
justice of the local courts.  So what’s the problem?  It is possible that one problem with 
this teaching is that it doesn’t go far enough in the sense that it did not stipulate the 
final punishment for murderers.  The teaching of the OT regarding those who murdered 
is that they would be put to death for their crime (cf. Gen. 9:6), not merely face the 
courts who might decide on a lesser punishment.5 But the greater problem with this 

                                                           
3
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Company, 

2007), 200. 
 
4
 The verb is in the aorist in the Greek referring to one who had actually murdered. 

 
5
 See John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7, 292. 



4 
 

teaching is that it did not go far enough in the sense that it defined murder too 
narrowly.  To the scribes and Pharisees, murder was only the physical, unlawful taking 
of the life of another.  So, as long as they had not wrongly ended the life of another 
person, they had fully kept the Law.  That was the teaching of the scribes and 
Pharisees.  But, as we see in 5:22, Jesus understands the issue of murder to be much 
deeper than that.   

 
Matthew 5:22- “But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; 
whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the 
hell of fire.” 
 

C. Do you see the authoritative “But I say to you” here?  Jesus does not, like the scribes 
and Pharisees, quote the teachings of past rabbis.  He doesn’t even appeal to the 
teaching of the Old Testament to make His point.  Jesus is the King and Jesus is the 
Lawgiver.  Jesus is God and He speaks with clarity to the HEART of the Law.  Jesus is not 
overturning the Law here.  He wholly affirms that physically murdering another person 
is a sin against the Law of God.  But Jesus is determined that those listening to Him 
would understand the true nature of the Law.  The Law deals not only with outward 
actions, but ALSO with the emotions, desires, and motivations of the heart.   So Jesus 
is giving the divinely authorized interpretation of the teaching of the Law.  This is the 
way the scribes and Pharisees should have understood and taught the Law.  
 

D. And the teaching of Jesus is that in the eyes of God, the one who is sinfully angry at 
another person has murdered that person in his heart.  Jesus says, “[W]hoever is angry 
with his brother will be liable to judgment” (5:22).  “Judgment” before the local courts is 
the same punishment the scribes and Pharisees had prescribed for physical murder 
(5:21).  The word “angry” here comes from the Greek word which refers to a deep-
seated simmering anger.  It is the anger of hatred.  It is the kind of anger that holds a 
grudge and produces bitterness and resentment towards another person.6   And in the 
second half of 5:22, we see that it is the kind of anger that leads people to slander and 
speak evil of others.  “Whoever insults (Raca; NIV—“blockhead,” “empty head”) will be 
liable to the council (lit. Sanhedrin); and whoever says, “You fool!” will be liable to the 
hell of fire.”  Do you see the severity of the punishment for the sin of anger here? 
 

1. We need to remember that this was a revolutionary understanding of 
anger for those who were listening to Jesus’ teaching.  The spiritual 
teachers of Israel had made keeping the Law a matter of keeping a 
certain set of rules and traditions, but Jesus is driving to the heart.  
Those hearing this sermon might have smiled at first when Jesus spoke 
of facing the local courts for being angry.  After all, who gets sent to 
court for being angry?  They might have chuckled when Jesus spoke of 
facing the Sanhedrin for insulting another person.  But no one was 
laughing when Jesus said that whoever says “You fool!” would face the 
“hell of fire.”7  

                                                           
6
 Ibid., 294. 

 
7
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 201.  
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Gehenna and the Judgment of God 
 
 The word for the “hell of fire” here in the Greek is “Gehenna” (Gk. τὴν γέενναν) and it speaks to God’s 
unending punishment of sinners forever in Hell.  Gehenna was a valley outside of Jerusalem that was 
used in the days of the wicked kings of Judah for sacrifices to the false god Molech.  Those who 
worshipped Molech would literally sacrifice their children by fire to Molech.  When Josiah became King, 
he destroyed the altars and high places to Molech and turned the valley of Gehenna into a trash dump 
and a place to bury the bodies of criminals (2 Kings 23:10).  Tradition tells us that in Jesus’ day, Gehenna 
was still used as a trash dump that was continually burning with fire.  It was a vivid image for the fires of 
Hell.      
 
Jesus’ point is clear: in the eyes of a holy God, the sin of anger (and the hatred that results from anger) 
is the same thing as murder.  And the punishment for anger is the unending torment of Hell.   
 
1 John 3:15- “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal 
life abiding in him.” 
 
Illustration:  Let me give you a few illustrations to drive home to point.  We are not big gardeners at the 
Hess house.  In fact, plants come to our house to die.  We are kind of a plant hospice.  But we know 
enough about plants to know that the root of the plant and the fruit of the plant are a part of the 
same plant.  You can’t see the root hidden under the soil, but it is the root of the plant that is ultimately 
responsible for the fruit.  In the same way, anger is hidden in the heart of man, but it is the source and 
spring out of which murder flows.  Murder flows out of an angry, hate-filled heart and so both are 
viewed as the same in the eyes of a holy God.   
 
Illustration: Or consider the relationship of a spark to a forest fire. The spark is a small thing, perhaps 
not even visible to the eye, but a single spark sets a whole forest on fire.  So anger is the spark to the 
forest fire of murder.  Both are set on fire by Hell (cf. James 3:6).  And both deserve the eternal 
judgment of God.   
 
Application:  But wait a minute!  Are we saying that there is no such thing as righteous anger?  Certainly 
not.  Scripture gives examples men who were angry is a good way.  In the Old Testament, Phineas, the 
grandson of Aaron the priest, ran an Israelite man through with a spear because he was sinning with a 
Canaanite woman.  Because he did this, he averted a plague from God (Numbers 25:7-8).  The Psalmist 
was clearly angry with the enemies of God.  In Psalms 139: 21-22 we read: 
 
Psalm 139:21-22- “Do I not hate those who hate you, O LORD? And do I not loathe those who rise up 
against you? 22 I hate them with complete hatred; I count them my enemies.” 
 
And most importantly, we see that Jesus was positively angry as well when he made a whip of cords and 
drove the money changers from the Temple (John 2:15).  There is a good anger and we see from these 
examples that good anger flows out of a heart that is zealous for God and is grieved when God and His 
Law are being dishonored.  But if we are honest, the vast majority of the time, our anger has nothing to 
do with the honor of God and the good of others.   
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The nature of sinful anger 
 
Most of the time, our anger has everything to do with the fact that we are not being WORSHIPPED in 
the ways we demand to be worshipped.  Someone cuts us off on the road and we burst out in anger.  
The disobedience of our children keeps us from enjoying the rest we feel we deserve and so we snap at 
them.  Our spouse doesn’t see things our way and so we give him or her the “cold-shoulder” (silent 
hate) until they come around to our position.  Our boss gives us more work than we think is fair and we 
murder him or her in our hearts.  Someone says an unkind word or us, or fails to say a kind word and we 
write them off.  You see, anger is quite often an issue of idolatry.  We are angry gods demanding that 
others worship and serve us.  Sinful anger finds it roots in our desire to be at the center. It is rooted in 
concern for SELF and the demand to be served by others.  This kind of anger cuts us off from others and 
others off from us.  And it is this kind of anger that is condemned in the strongest terms in this passage.  
The next time you are angry, ask yourself: Am I angry because God is being dishonored in this 
situation or am I angry because I am not getting what I want? 
 
Application:  Friends, this passage teaches us that murder has deep roots.  Our anger is a serious 
matter.  Men and women are made in the image of God (cf. Gen. 1:27-29; James 3:9).  To be angry 
with and slander another person is to attack the image of God in them.  God takes this very seriously.   
As I meditated on this reality this week I was struck that it is a display of the sinfulness of sin that those 
we murder in our hearts most often are the very ones we love the most.  Why do our family members 
and close friends bear the brunt of our anger while we frequently give others we are not close to a 
pass?  It should not be that way.  Our families should experience our love and service, not the bulk of 
our anger. 
 
Application: Parents if sinful anger is murder, we need to be very careful that they do not murder the 
souls of their children.  Parents, your words will either give life to your children or they will harm and 
destroy them.  It is NEVER okay to belittle, slander, or insult our children.  We would do well to 
remember Matthew 12:36-37: “I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every 
careless word they speak, 37 for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 
condemned.”  
 

II. How should we deal with sinful anger in our relationships (5:23-26)? 
 

A. So we have seen the seriousness with which God views the sin of anger.  From His 
perspective (which we will share on the Day of Judgment) there is no difference 
between anger and murder.  One is the root and the other is fruit.  And both will be 
judged.  In light of this, how should we interact with others?  Obviously, we want to 
avoid being sinfully angry with others, but in 5:23-26, the Lord Jesus teaches that this 
matter of anger goes further than just OUR hearts.  We should be concerned about the 
effects of anger in the lives of other as well. 

 
Matthew 5:23-26- “So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has 
something against you, 24 leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your 
brother, and then come and offer your gift. 25 Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are 
going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and 
you be put in prison. 26 Truly, I say to you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny.”   
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1. While it isn’t clear in the English translations, Jesus changes from using 
the 2nd person plural “You; you all” (5:21) to the 2nd person singular 
“you” in 5:23.  By doing this, He is transitioning from His general 
teaching on the subject of murder and anger to give two specific 
illustrations of how we should deal with anger in our relationships 
with others.  From these illustrations, we learn two principles that 
encourage us to reconcile with others.    
 

a. Principle #1—Be concerned about anger in your brother’s 
heart (5:23-24).  In 5:23-24, Jesus gives an illustration where a 
man is about to offer a sacrifice to God at the altar in Jerusalem.  
This was the highest outward form of worship an Israelite could 
offer to God.  And Jews could only offer sacrifices at the Temple 
in Jerusalem.  But before he offers the sacrifice, he remembers 
that his brother has something against him.  His brother is angry 
with him.  Their relationship is not as it should be.  Since Jesus is 
specifically addressing His disciples here (5:1), the “brother” in 
view here is likely a fellow believer.  But the teaching applies to 
anyone—family members, friends, co-workers.  What should he 
do?  The shocking answer of Jesus is the man should not offer 
the sacrifice, but instead leave it there and go be reconciled to 
His brother.  Reconciliation is important to Jesus!  And this is 
seen even more clearly when you realize that these instructions 
were given to men and women in Galilee (80 miles north of 
Jerusalem; about a week’s journey).  Jesus is making His point 
strongly: In the eyes of God, reconciliation is important 
enough for you to leave your sacrifice in Jerusalem, travel back 
to Galilee and reconcile with your brother and then travel back 
to Jerusalem to offer your sacrifice.8   

 
Application: We should be concerned about the souls of others.  Because sin is such a serious offense in 
the eyes of God, we should be careful to help our brothers and sisters deal with their anger against us by 
going to them and making peace (“peacemakers” (5:9).  We should do this at great personal cost—even 
when it means humbling ourselves before our brother or sister.  Our pride fights against this, but love 
demands we humble ourselves and seek reconciliation when others are offended by us.  We don’t 
want their relationship with God to be hindered because they are angry with us.  What an important 
principle for a local church to learn! 
 
Application:  At the same time, do you see how our bad relationships with others affect our relationship 
to God?  God will not receive our acts of worship if we are not reconciled to others.  The prophet Isaiah 
spoke of the disgust God felt for the sacrifices of those who loved evil (Isaiah 1:11-15).  Peter warns 
husbands that their prayers will be hindered if their relationship with their wives is not as it should be (1 
Peter 3:7).  Don’t rob yourself of the blessing of intimacy with your Heavenly Father because you won’t 
seek reconciliation with your brother or sister.   

 

                                                           
8
 See this insight in R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 203. 
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b. Principle #2—We should be quick to reconcile, even with our 
enemies (5:25-26).  In 5:25-26, Jesus uses the illustration of a 
courtroom.  Here He urges the one facing a trial, probably over 
debt, to go to his “adversary” and to seek to reconcile “quickly” 
5:25).  This is clearly wise advice.  It is far better to settle out of 
court with your enemy through coming to an agreement then to 
risk facing the judgment of the court.  An unwillingness to 
humble oneself and seek reconciliation can quickly lead to 
disastrous results.  

 
Matthew 5:26- “Truly, I say to you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny.”  

 
i. But Jesus’ teaching here runs deeper than merely giving 

instructions on how to reconcile with our enemies.  Our 
greatest need is to be reconciled to God, who is the 
ultimate Judge.  Many have (rightly, I think) seen Jesus 
giving more than a warning of an earthly prison 
sentence.  Ultimately, the judgment He is warning 
against in 5:26 is the judgment of Hell (cf. Matthew 
18:34-35).  Those who will not reconcile with others in 
this life will suffer the judgment of God for their sin.      

   
The Gospel—Jesus bore God’s wrath against our sinful anger 
 
 Brothers and sisters, in the eyes of the Holy God, anger is the same thing as murder.  We are 
ALL guilty of murder many, many times over.  If God will judge murderers in Hell, then what hope is 
there for us?  There is only one hope—the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  God, the Holy and Just God, has 
promised that He will judge forever in Hell those who do not turn from their sins and trust in Him.  God 
is angry with sinners for their sin, including the heart-murdering of others who are made in His image.  
How can we be saved?  Praise God!  Salvation is available through Jesus Christ!  Jesus lived a perfect life, 
never sinning, never murdering anyone in His heart.  And when He was on the cross, He was doing more 
than bearing the hatred of evil men.  He was bearing the full weight of the wrath of God towards the sin 
of His people—all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  He drank to the very bottom 
the cup of God’s wrath!  The only hope we have of being forgiven for our heart-murder is the cross of 
Christ.  And Christ rose from the dead demonstrating that God accepted His perfect sacrifice.  If you are 
not a Christian, God commands you to repent.  He offers you forgiveness if you will turn from your sins 
and put all your trust in Jesus.  Rest in His sacrifice on the cross!  He can save you even now.  If you want 
to know more about this, we would love to talk with you after the service.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 Some things are worse than they appear.  We like to think in terms of “big” sins and “small” sins, 
but there are no small sins.  Anger is murder in the eyes of God.  The Law is not a list of commands to be 
performed externally.  The Law is spiritual.  It deals with our hearts.  And over the next two weeks, we 
will continue to see the reality that we have no righteousness in ourselves.  We need the perfect 
righteousness of Christ to save us and we need the perfect righteousness of Christ day-by-day to cover 
us.  Praise God that this is available to us in Christ!  May we live for King Jesus this week!  Let’s pray… 
 


