
Matthew 5:21-26; 38-42; 43-48
anger, retaliation, and our enemies

Cross Reference Texts: Genesis 4; Genesis 9:6; Exodus 20:13; Numbers 35:16-34; 
Deuteronomy 5:17; Deuteronomy 19:1-14; Ephesians 4:26, 31 then we have…

Jesus makes a total of six anthesis statements “You have heard...but I say” - what needs to be 
seen is that Jesus is not so much coming against scripture, as he is the interpretation and the 
way it was manipulated. 

Jesus is condemning the heart of murder - anger and revenge, and suggest that rather than 
anger and revenge we become agents of transformation by focusing on reconciliation.

The text is broke-up into two levels:
5:21-22 - Murder Redefined

Hell - The word is Gehenna, and it is the ruins of the Valley of Ben Hinnom found in 2 Chronicles 
and Jeremiah.  It is the place where a person or people come to under ruin 

Fool > Indifference/Contempt > To think or speak of someone in such a degrading way that they 
are dehumanized. It spits on the deep need to belong and is inherently poisonous. It stabs the 
soul to its core and deflates its powers of life. Contempt can hurt so badly and destroy so deeply 
that murder would almost be a mercy…

We almost have a divine irony - that being that to have contempt in one’s heart for a people of 
individual brings you to the place where you will fall into utter destruction and you will be sunk 
into the place where you are being dehumanized by your own choices to the point that there is 
nothing left of you to enter into eternity and 

So now Jesus offers a counter behavior of the heart - reconciliation

5:23-26 -  Exhortation to reconciliation - The boldness of this statement is simply this: 
Reconciliation with a brother or sister trumps even the sacred of religious practices in devotion 
to God. 

Jesus also lays the initiative and responsibility on the person/people who consider themselves 
to be God’s people - he doesn’t say if you have something against someone, he says if 
someone has something against you, you take the initiative toward reconciliation.

In short Jesus is for reconciliation at one’s own expense even if it means interrupting sacred 
actions and legal judgements - this means more to Jesus than standing one’s ground and being 
right on the basis of principle

Point: God’s people aren’t to be angry at one another.  If one masters one’s anger, murder will 
never be an issue. 



Matthew 5:38-42 - Cross Reference Texts: Exodus 21:23-25; Leviticus 24:19-20; Deut. 19:21; 
Obadiah 15
• Take retribution: Genesis 9:6; Number 35:31-32; Judges 1:6-7; 2 Sam 4:9-12
• Leave it to God: Gen 9:6; Leviticus 19:18; Deut 32:35; Job 2:4; Psalm 9:3-10; Psalm 10; 

Proverbs 20:22; Proverbs 24:29; Proverbs 25:21-22; 1 Chron. 22:1-9; Dan 6:19-24

This is going to be a social view, God’s social view, or how kingdom people as a whole are not 
only to act, but also how they are to align with other entities in the way of justice.  

These are texts that we have used on individual, communal, and national levels to justify what 
we call The law of retribution
• Exodus 21:23-25…
• Leviticus 24:19-20…
• Deuteronomy 19:21..

But here is the point of these texts, it is not to justify retribution, rather the point was to curb 
violence and prevent vengeance from spinning out of control - but even the laws that made 
room for retribution were light years ahead of the societies around them:
• They were Egalitarian: man, woman, young, old. Rich or poor - each were subject to the 

retribution while in other Ancient Near Eastern societies the punishment was scaled according 
to one’s status

• The Mosaic Law would not allow bribes, where as other Ancient Near Eastern societies would 
allow the wealthier to get off easier if they could pay for the financial value of the dead set by 
the courts - the equivalent today would be not allowing wealthier people to higher better 
defense - which would cause many to think we have pushed socialism to the extreme…
(Numbers 35:31) - so the principle here was that Justice is blind to status

Bonhoeffer says, “Jesus releases his community from the political and legal order, from national 
form of the people of Israel, and makes it into what it truly is, namely, the community of the 
faithful that is not bound by political or national loyalty...”

These ideas coincided with their view of God - Ezekiel 16:59 and Obadiah 15 - they saw God as 
a being who sought retribution.  

A person shaped by the Kingdom Ethic responds to injustice not with retaliation and vengeance 
but with grace, compassion, and abundant mercy in such a way that it reverses injustice.  In 
other words. Jesus ; followers dwell in an alternative society that protests systemic injustice and 
embodies and alternative love-shaped justice.  

Again, let’s quote Bonhoeffer, “Evil will become powerless when it finds no opposing object, no 
resistance, but, instead, is willingly borne and suffered.  Evil meets an opponent for which it has 
no match.”



Matthew 5:43-48 - Cross Reference Texts: Lev 19:18; Matthew 22:34-40; Luke 10:27; Galatians 
5:14; Romans 12:19; Romans 13:9; James 2:8

What does it mean to, “Be perfect, therefore as your heavenly Father is perfect.”? 

What’s interesting about the word ‘perfect’ is the that it is the word ‘teleios’ which means 
completion, mature. Full development - the aramaic term would be ‘whole’ - What makes God 
god, or what makes him perfect and a God above all gods, is his immense and self-sacrificing 
love for all, even his enemy!   

In the Garden we were made in the image of God, and in loving our enemies and praying for 
them, not retaliating even if it seems to be politically or nationally correct, we are actually being 
made more into the image of God which is the entire purpose of our being.  

We are told to LOVE our enemy and PRAY for those who persecute you.  
What does love mean?  We must define Love as God does?  And God gives us a visual 
definition via the sacrifice of Jesus.  But even before the sacrifice of Jesus we see it in the 
hesed covenant of God, in which his love means to be with and for that person (peoples - 
remember the Jews heard Romans as part of this command, and Matthew is repeating this 
when the Romans are violently persecuting the church).  Working for the good of them - and if 
we go back to the beatitudes, these are the one’s who will be the Children of God (Matthew 
5:9)!


