DO NOT MURDER

Text: Matthew 5:21-26 (read 17-26)
Readings: Lev 19:1-18, Psalm 15, Pr 26:17-28
Theme: Jesus explains that the sixth commandment   also forbids anger and hatred, which are the root of murder.
Purpose: To explain the full interpretation and the implications of the sixth commandment. 


New York has a reputation of being a violent and crime-ridden city. At present it has a population of over 8 million. (2012) In 1990 the city recorded 2245 murders. In the mid 1990’s the police commissioner introduced “zero tolerance” policing methods. By 2002 the number of murders dropped below 600. Ten years later it dropped below 400. On a Tuesday in November 2012 another startling record was reached: “it was a day without a single report of a person being shot, stabbed, slashed or subject to other sorts of violent crime…. This was the first time in memory the city had enjoyed such a peaceful day.” (Christchurch Press, 1/12/2012)  

Every few days, in our own country, we hear about another murder; the police discover the body of a man in a park, or a dead woman in a house, and they launch yet another homicide inquiry. These are the murders that get the publicity.
Yet in hospital theatres throughout the country 18,000 babies are murdered each year through abortions. 
And at the other end of life there is more discussion going on about euthanasia, or the so-called “mercy-killing” of those who are in chronic pain, or are disabled or who are very old. Sometimes elderly members of our society are murdered.

The sixth commandment forbids all of these; but the application of this commandment is much broader than physical murder. In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus explains 1) its interpretation, 2) its intent, and 3) its implications. 

1. ITS INTERPRETATION

a. This command is clearly about murder. 
The first murder recorded in the Bible occurred not long after the sin of Adam and Eve. They saw the terrible effects of their sin in their own family. Their eldest son Cain was jealous and resentful of his brother Abel, and one day, when they were out in the fields together, he killed him! (Gen 4)
Murder is wrong because each human being is made in the image of God. When a man murders another human being he murders one who bears the image of God. (Gen 9:6)

This is why the sixth command says, “Do not murder.” It does not say, ”Do not kill”, because God does allow a man, in some situations, to take the life of another man. That may happen in war, or in self defense. It is also the responsibility of the government in administering justice. (Rom 13:4) But God says, “Do not murder”; do not to take matters of justice and punishment into our own hands. 
But there is much more to this command than a prohibition against physical murder. 

b. With the phrase in verse 21, "You have heard that it was said”, Jesus not only referred back to the law of Moses but also to the Jewish understanding of the law, which was usually superficial. The Pharisees accepted this Old Testament law of God but they misinterpreted it and misapplied it. On the one hand they made the law more difficult by adding their own man-made traditions and regulations; but on the other they made it easier by concentrating on the external requirements not its real intent. They restricted the law, making it merely external, applying it only to outward behaviour. They did not apply it to their hearts. They did not go far enough.

c. In response Jesus said (v 22); “But I tell you”. He was not setting up a contrast between the Old Testament law and what he said; rather he was contrasting the Jewish misunderstanding of the law and his true explanation of it. Jesus gave them his interpretation and commentary on the law. He explained its true meaning, its real intent; he went to the heart of it, to the spirit of the law, and then he applied it to his hearers so that none of them would miss the point.

e. He could do this because he was the New Testament law-giver. In The Old Testament God through Moses had promised, “I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers: I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command.” (Deut 18:18) Jesus was the fulfilment of this prophecy. He is the Prophet Moses promised. 

Not only was he a prophet, but also a Priest and a King. In the Sermon of the Mount he is the King speaking to his subjects, his citizens. He spoke to them about the law of his kingdom. This is why he could say; “But I tell you...” 

In his explanation of the sixth commandment he showed that the interpretation of the Pharisees was superficial and went on to point out the real intent of the law.

2. ITS INTENT 

He pointed out that this command addresses our attitudes and thoughts and words. The law doesn't just forbid murder, but it also dealt with the root of murder, which is hatred and anger. 

a. Murder comes from hatred and anger in our hearts. "I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment".

i. Jesus is not against all anger. He was angry himself at times, as when he threw the money changers out of the temple. 
There is a righteous anger which is anger at injustice and evil. We should be angry when we hear about the murder of babies in abortion, of Christians put to death in the Sudan, and about the persecution of believers by Islamic extremists. 
The trouble is we often don't get angry when we see such sin and evil. 

ii. When we do get angry it is usually a sinful anger because we are concerned about ourselves and our own ego. I am angry because someone has offended me, wronged me! 

There are two expression of sinful anger.
Some people blow up; they lose their temper and express their anger violently.
Others clam up; they sit on their anger and brood on it. It smoulders away inside of them; they nurse it, keeping it warm. Years later it is still there, festering, growing roots, generating resentment and destroying relationships. This is what Jesus warns against; this internal anger, this anger in the heart. 

iii. This was not a new teaching because the Old Testament law also spoke about this sin of the heart. Lev 19:17-18, "Do not hate your brother in your heart...Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people."
James writing later in the NT also knew that everything started in the heart: "What causes fights and quarrels among you?  Don't they come from your desires that battle within you?" (4:1)

Are you harbouring anger in your heart? 
Do you bear a resentment against anyone? 
Are you nursing bitterness towards a person? 
Are you bearing a grudge against someone?
This could be towards your husband or your wife, or your parents, or a friend, or someone in the church or someone at work. 

iv. Jesus warns that "anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgement".
This "judgement" refers to the decision of the elders in the local village; they were the ones who administered justice in the towns. 
But ultimately God is our judge; he can see inside your mind and heart, he knows what is going on inside of you, he knows your attitudes and thoughts and motives. Guard against anger in your heart because this is the root of murder. 

b. Murder also comes from anger in words.

There is a rhyme that goes; “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me!” Children said this when others were calling them names or making fun of them. This rhyme sounds good, but it isn’t true; words do hurt us. What other people say to us or about us can cut us deep. 

This is why Jesus includes vicious and spiteful words under the category of murder. “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.” (v 22) 

To call someone “Raca” was to insult their intelligence; our modern equivalent would be to call someone a blockhead, an idiot, a numbskull.
To say, “you fool!” was to insult a person’s character. It was to describe them as a loose-living and immoral person, a scoundrel, a good-for-nothing.

Jesus condemned the whole practice of putting other people down. 
You can do this in all sorts of ways.  
You can do it verbally, with your words, in cutting remarks, snide comments, slander and gossip.
You can do it in your attitude; in the way you dismiss people, or ridicule them or treat them with scorn.
You can do this with the way you look at people. We have that expression, "If looks could kill...." The expression on your face or the look in your eyes can convey disgust or disdain or contempt.
You can do this in your thoughts. We've all had times when we hoped that something would go wrong for a person. Maybe they were given a position you hoped to get, or they have things you don't: So you think; "I hope it all goes wrong. Serves them right! That'll teach them!"

This is what Jesus is warning against. The sixth commandment does not only refer to physical murder, but to "the root of murder: envy hatred, anger, vindictiveness. In God’s sight all such are murder.” (HC Q 106)

Jesus warns us that the punishment for such sins is the fire of hell! It is a serious matter to sin against the sixth commandment, with eternal consequences!

3. Jesus spoke about the interpretation of this command, and about its intent. The he went on to apply its IMPLICATIONS. 

This command has a positive application. It is not enough just to avoid evil; we must also strive for the good and be reconciled with each other and promote right relationships.

It is interesting that in verse 23 Jesus shifts from plural to singular pronouns and verbs. He makes this personal and direct. These words are addressed to each one of us.

He gives us two examples, both making the same point. 

a. Imagine, said Jesus, that you are in the temple. You are right by the altar about to offer your sacrifice. There you “remember that someone has something against you, leave your gift at the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.” (v 23f)

Let’s apply this to our situation. You drive to church and are parking your car in the car park. As you do so you see Joe Bloggs parking his car. You remember that he has something against you. You immediately remember this passage and you are convicted that you must go and see him, before you go into church. So you cross the carpark and you speak to him, asking if you can resolve this matter. You talk for a while, forgive each other, and go into worship with your differences resolved. 

Do you need to do that with someone in your family or with another member of the church?

b. Jesus gave us another example, this time from the law courts. (v 25f) Here is a situation where someone had not paid their debts and the person to whom they owed the money took them to court. The hearing was been set and the two people met each on the way to the trial. Jesus says; "Settle the matter then and there; make friends with them right away."

In this example Jesus made the same point again. Deal with problems immediately. 
Don't sit on them. Don't keep long accounts. 
Keep no record of wrongs. Don't let the sun go down on your anger; settle things now, deal with it today; this is an urgent matter! 

As we consider what Jesus has said we need to realise that all of us have fallen short of God's law. If you understand the sixth commandment properly then you will realise that you are breaking it all the time. 

So all of us need to be forgiven. You need God's forgiveness. And if you confess your sin and anger and resentment God will forgive you.
And he can do that because of the saving death of Jesus on the cross. Jesus is not only the Law-Giver, he is also the Saviour of the world. 

And when you believe in him God gives you the righteousness of Christ to make you right with him, and he gives you his Spirit to help you keep his law and to do that more and more. 
We are not only saved by grace, we also live by God’s grace in Christ. 

Amen

