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TEXT:  Matthew 5:21-30 

THEME:  A HIGHER STANDARD 

1. A Higher Standard for Loving Our Neighbor 

2. A Higher Standard for Relationships 

3. A Higher Standard for Purity 
 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ: 
 

A HIGHER STANDARD 
Almost everyone agrees that if someone commits a murder, justice must be done.  In fact, 
although most people avoid thinking or talking about someone going to hell, we often don’t 
mind saying that a vicious murderer or someone like Adolf Hitler or Osama Bin Laden is 
going to hell.  So, we tend not to get too upset with God when he threatens to punish such 
sins in hell. 
 
But we often are not so happy with God when he threatens hell for sins that we consider 
much smaller.  “You have heard that is was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not 
murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I tell you that 
anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment” (Mt 5:21-22).  
“Wait,” we tell God.  “You’re saying that I deserve to go to hell like a murderer just for being 
angry at someone?  I didn’t hurt them.  I didn’t even touch them.  Plus, I had every right to 
be angry.” 
 
God, however, has A HIGHER STANDARD FOR LOVING OUR NEIGHBOR.  God 
demands perfect love for our neighbor.  We may think it’s loving to restrain our angry urge 
to hurt someone or say something mean, but simply having the urge in the first place 
means that we do not have perfect love. 
 
There is such a thing as righteous anger, though.  It is the anger Jesus felt when he saw 
people dishonoring God’s house.  God feels righteous anger with us whenever we do not 
have perfect love for one another.  That’s a lot of anger, isn’t it?  God is rightly angry at us.  
God is just, and declares judgment on anyone who does not meet his standard of 
perfection. 
 
Yet God is also perfectly loving.  God’s righteous anger over our sins and his love for us 
sinners meet at the cross of Jesus.  Jesus’ resurrection declares that God’s righteous 
anger against our hateful, angry hearts is fully satisfied by Jesus’ suffering and death.  
Jesus has turned God’s anger away and brought us forgiveness and life. 
 
Jesus goes on his sermon to talk about relationships.  “If you are offering your gift at the 
altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your 
gift there in front of the altar.  First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come 
and offer your gift” (Mt 5:23-24).   
 
It doesn’t take much to create a rift in a relationship: an unkind word between brother and 
sister, a neighbor who lets the noise level get too loud or borrows without returning, a 
husband and wife who don’t show care for one another.  As a result, strained and broken 
relationships are all around us.  Sometimes our own relationships are strained and broken. 
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A HIGHER STANDARD FOR RELATIONSHIPS 
It certainly goes a long way in repairing a relationship if you imitate the forgiving love of 
God.  But what if you are the offender?  Be honest.  Sometimes you are a big part of the 
problem.  If you are in a strained or broken relationship, take a hard look at yourself.  What 
have you done to offend the other person?  Have you given that person cause to turn 
away, to be angry, to be hurt, or even to seek justice for your hurtful words or actions? 
 
Too many times, when we are the offenders, we rationalize and make excuses.  “She is 
making way too big a deal out of this,” we complain.  “He should be more loving, accepting, 
and forgiving.  I can’t believe he is still holding that against me.” 
 
Rather than making light of the times we’ve hurt others, Jesus wants us to respond with 
genuine repentance.  This repentance recognizes the true seriousness of what we’ve done.  
It cries out for mercy from God for the hurt we’ve caused.  True repentance does not 
demand or expect forgiveness from the person we’ve hurt, but, rather, begs for mercy.  It 
seeks a way to heal the hurt.  And it does so urgently, not  wanting to spend even an extra 
minute with a rift in the relationship. 
 
Are there open wounds in any of your relationships?  Don’t wait.  “Be reconciled to your 
brother,” Jesus says. 
 
Next in his sermon, Jesus talks about purity.  “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not 
commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has 
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:27-28).  What do you think?  Is 
it possible for young people to stay sexually pure and save themselves for marriage?  If you 
go by what you read and see on TV, a lot of people have the opinion that it is not.  They tell 
us that it is inevitable they will have sex, and probably have several sex partners, before 
they get married and that the best thing we can do is just help them be “safe” about it.  And 
after marriage, we don’t expect much more.  Cheating and divorce are common enough 
that even when it happens to a Christian couple, we aren’t that surprised. 
 
In a world like this, we Christians may think that those who succeed at saving sex for 
marriage have made it.  But the truth is, God has A HIGHER STANDARD FOR PURITY 
than that.  He wants us to keep not only our bodies pure but also our thoughts and hearts.  
If the world thinks it is impossible just to keep God’s outward standard of purity, how 
unattainable it must be for even the best of us to keep the even higher standard of inner 
purity!  Can the bride and groom who waited until marriage say that they never had impure 
thoughts or desires?  Can husbands and wives who have been outwardly faithful for 50 
years of marriage say that they have never let their eyes wander, spoken an inappropriate 
word, or found someone other than their spouse desirable? 
 
We cannot boast over people we think have failed worse than we have, because we have 
failed to meet God’s standard too.  We too are impure, dirty with sin.  We too need to fall 
before God in repentance and turn to Jesus for forgiveness from our sin.  And no matter 
what impurities have stained us, Jesus can make us clean.  His blood washes away every 
stain.  Amen.                       

APOSTLES’ CREED 
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Prayer of the Church 
 

Dear Heavenly Father, we remember our sins of anger, 
grudges, violence, disobedience, harsh words, and unloving 
actions toward other members of our families.  We 
remember with shame our sins of impure thoughts, words, 
and actions.  We beg your forgiveness for Jesus’ sake. 
 
We thank you that through Jesus’ perfect life and his 
obedience to death on the cross we have been granted 
cleansing and pardon for all our sins. Even though we have 
not met your standard of perfection, Jesus did in our place. 
 
Help us to believe and trust in him, love and serve him, that 
in all our thoughts, words, and actions we may display his 
spirit.  Rebuke our selfishness and subdue our self-
indulgence.  Deepen our sympathies for our neighbor, 
strengthen our hope, and confirm us in our faith. 
 
All these things we pray in the name of Jesus Christ, your 
Son, our Savior and Lord, who taught us to pray: 
 
LORD’S PRAYER in today’s language 


