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February 12, 2023 – 6th Sunday after Epiphany – Lectionary 4 – Year A – 
Matthew 5:21-37 – “But I Say to You” – AGNUS DEI LUTHERAN CHURCH, GIG 
HARBOR 
 
The Holy Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ according to St. Matthew, the fifth chapter. 
 
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. 
 
27 ‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” 28But I say to you that everyone who 
looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 29If your right eye 
causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for 
your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it 
away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for your whole body to go into hell. 

 
31 ‘It was also said, “Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.” 32But I say to you 
that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, causes her to commit adultery; 
and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 
 
33 ‘Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not swear falsely, but 
carry out the vows you have made to the Lord.” 34But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either by heaven, 
for it is the throne of God, 35or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the 
great King. 36And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 37Let your 
word be “Yes, Yes” or “No, No”; anything more than this comes from the evil one. 
 
The Gospel of our Lord. Thanks be to God. 
 
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 
Amen. 
 
While I was waiting at an airport, traveling home this week, a particular news article was pushed to my 
attention on my iPhone. It was from MSNBC and the headline read, “An 85-year Harvard study found 
the No. 1 thing that makes us happy in life: It helps us ‘live longer.’” 
 
Marc Schulz, and Robert Waldinger were the Contributors. 

 
The article begins, 
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“In 1938, Harvard researchers embarked on a decades-long study to find out: What make us happy in 
life? 
 
“The researchers gathered health records from 724 participants from all over the world and asked 
detailed questions about their lives at two-year intervals. 
 
“Contrary to what you might think, it's not career achievement, money, exercise, or a healthy diet. The 
most consistent finding we've learned through 85 years of study is: Positive relationships keep us happier, 
healthier, and help us live longer. Period.” 
 
God wants us all to be able to get along and be happy, and the Sermon on the Mount is a prescription 
for this.  
 
In today’s reading Jesus repeats the formula, “You have heard it said . . . but I say to you.” 
 
This is in respect to the wording of God’s law. He declares to them, “You say that the law is worded this 
way, but I tell you it’s supposed to be understood that way.” In other words the intent in back of God’s 
law, Jesus claims, is far different and far higher than you think it is. 
 
Sundays and Seasons provides a great “Introduction” to today’s Gospel when it says,  
 
“Jesus’ instructions to the crowd reveal a pattern of behavior that honors both God and the neighbor, 
resulting in life and health for the whole community. We too are invited to embrace these 
commandments, not out of fear of retribution, but because God has promised that to do so means life 
for us.” 
 
In fact in today’s Gospel Jesus deals with four different of the Ten Commandments: 
 
5. Thou shalt not kill. 
6. Thou shalt not commit adultery. 
7. Thou shalt not steal. 
8. Thou shalt not bear false witness. 
 
Those last two commandments about not stealing and about not lying are both inferred in the last 
section where Jesus teaches about the proper use of oath-making. 
 
But let’s simply consider the first section—which is the pattern of Jesus’ teaching around the subject of 
anger.  
 
First he cites the fifth commandment, “Thou shalt not kill.” Then he instructs that anger is the spiritual 
equivalent to murder.  
 
He next discusses God’s intent in back of the command in order to inspire and teach us to reconcile our 
differences in ways that are loving, efficient and thorough.  
 
Forgiveness, he finally indicates, is better than worship. As David says, “The sacrifices of God are a 
broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” When we humble ourselves 
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toward one another, both forgiving and asking forgiveness, then that is true worship as far as God is 
concerned.   
 
This would be an excellent occasion for us to discuss a bit about Luther’s take on the subject of law and 
gospel.  
 
For Martin Luther, God handed down the law for the sake of three different groups of people according 
to three different uses. The first group involves the entire world at large. The first use of the law is to 
curtail the general mass humanity from falling completely into anarchy and chaos. 
 
The second group involves believers, especially pre-believers and new believers. Their use of the law 
(the second use) is to teach them through trial and error they can never become good enough or 
capable enough truly to be able to obey it. Thus it is, Paul tells the Christians in Galatia, that “the law is 
our schoolmaster to lead us to Christ.” 
 
Since we can never keep law to the level of God’s expectation and requirements, the law has been sent 
to reveal the gospel of grace. Receiving grace through Christ is the only means by which we attain 
acceptability with God. Gospel, not law, puts us in right spiritual standing. 
 
The third use of the law is again for everyone, and especially for believers. It is to help us learn and grow 
in practical love and obedience. But there is a foot-note to this final third use of the law that goes 
something like this:  
 
Even though a person may learn and grow in practice, that person still can never become capable of 
living up to God’s expectation and requirements. So please go back and reread about the second use of 
the law. 
 
That little footnote makes a whole world of difference, because though it definitely has the appearance 
of it, the Christian religion is not and never will be and never can be a self-improvement program.  
 
Don’t get me wrong. Self-improvement is a pretty good ideal to strive for. Personal development, 
especially in terms of our relationships, helps us to enjoy a good life and play well with others. We learn 
very quickly, for example, we’re better off if we don’t run with scissors. And we are definitely better off 
if we don’t throw our scissors at other people.  
 
But self-improvement of itself has nothing to do with our life before God. 
 
In terms of relationship with God law is nothing and self-improvement is nothing and gospel is 
everything.  
 
Luther had many different epiphanies about religious truths, but his understanding of free grace pretty 
much reigns supreme over all the rest.  
 
But let’s now circle back to the third use of the law, because I do not want to appear to be flippant 
about this third use. 
 
Whereas in terms of salvation the law means nothing, in terms of making the world a better place, the 
third use of the law is absolutely crucial.  



 

4 
 

 
Luther famously said, “God doesn’t need your good works, but your neighbor does.” It is the third use of 
the law that fuels us, impassions and empowers us to do the hard work of loving service for justice and 
equity of all.  
 
By grace alone we are saved, set free and made powerful enough to be able to be the heart and hands 
to fulfill the law on earth for good. As the motto of the ELCA has it, “God’s Work, Our Hands.” 
 
Since, according to the Harvard researchers, relational connection and harmony comprise that which 
leads to a long life and makes us truly happy, then it is really wise for us to follow Jesus teaching to keep 
our accounts short, to not let the sun go down on our anger, and reconcile quickly whenever there may 
be an occasion of offence.  
 
There is far too much good for us to do without letting offenses between individuals get in the way of it.  
 
We are one in the Spirit, 
We are one in the Lord; 
We are one in the Spirit, 
We are one in the Lord; 
And we pray that our unity 
may one day be restored. 
 
That Christian folk song written in 1966 by Peter Scholtes doesn’t go on to say that they will know we 
are Christians by our perfection or by our lack of mistakes or even by our lack of conflict or offenses. It 
says, “They will know we are Christians by our love.”  
 
They will know we are Christians by our love in spite of our offenses. They will know we are Christians 
because we will not allow offenses to get in the way of love.  
 
In this way God’s law ever challenges us to love—more, better, higher, longer, and doing whatever it 
takes. As Jesus says, the sum of the law is this: you shall love your neighbor as yourself. 
 
Like I said, we have too much important good to accomplish ahead of us than to let little foxes of 
resentment or unforgive-ness to come along and spoil the vines of Christian community. 
 
When I was returning to the fold of the mainline church, our Synod, along with our whole denomination, 
struggled deeply over issues regarding human sexuality and gender equality.  
 
It was not all that long ago—when Lutheran Christians were deeply divided, and many individuals and 
even whole church bodies were defecting from the ELCA.  
 
We have come a long, long way since then, and what we now regard as authentically inclusive theology 
was once seen by many (and still is) as heresy and rebellion and sin.  
 
The way in which I made my own personal transition was not so much by analyzing arguments of the 
various sides or even by delving deeply into past theologies; it was by walking alongside of God’s faithful 
people who live and think much differently than I. While bringing my gifts of praise to God’s altar of 
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worship, so to speak, I remember that love and reconciliation are far more important than adhering to 
certain pet self-justifications.  
 
It is a pattern I have tried to continue to follow as our denomination develops new priorities of loving 
service to the world around us—for example about caring for creation or for about seeking for justice 
and reconciliation with our indigenous neighbors.  
 
It doesn’t matter whether I understand the different causes or even if I fully agree. 
 
It does matter that I do what I can to join together in harmony with my spiritual siblings in order to work 
for the greater good. 
 
As John Wesley is sometimes quoted (and as I may have stated in a previous sermon), 
 
Do all the good you can, 
By all the means you can, 
In all the ways you can, 
In all the places you can, 
At all the times you can, 
To all the people you can, 
As long as ever you can. 
 
We learn to “do good” first of all by living in that state of agreement and reconciliation that Jesus 
teaches—at least as much as we possibly can. 
 
Because if we walk together in agreement and forgiveness, we then may easily work together for the 
benefit of others; and that is the way we turn law into gospel. That according to Jesus is the true 
worship our Father is pleased to accept. Amen. 


