The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Epiphany 6A

Text: Matthew 5:20-37
I’m putting you in charge.

I’m putting you in charge of our society.

You can make the rules.

You can be a dictator.

I hope that you will be a benevolent dictator.
I know that you would want our society to be a much better place than it is now.

So here’s your chance.

You are in charge.

You can choose the laws that are going to make it a better place.

I am sure that you can all think of some laws that would make our society a better place—for example: ban graffiti, with really big penalties; be nice to everyone.
I guess that is what our government is trying to do—make laws that make our society a better place. But it is not so easy. Not everyone agrees what a better place looks like. How do you enforce the laws? What if the enforcement is worse than the problem?


You end up with more and more laws, and somehow it still does not solve the problems. That is the problem.

In our Gospel today we hear Jesus laying down the law.

But for Jesus it is not just wishful thinking.

Jesus has come from heaven to earth.

Jesus has been telling people that with his coming, the kingdom of heaven is coming.

Jesus has been telling people how he is the one who brings people to their heavenly Father, and he wants his heavenly Father to rule in their lives. Now he is telling us what life in the kingdom of heaven looks like.

God has given his will for life on earth in the form of his commandments. God has given some very simple commands that go back to the very principles of what human life is, that take us back to God’s will for life with God, and life with one another.

Human societies all have their own body of laws. Most human law systems go back to what God has said is right and wrong—whether the law makers recognise the authority of God or not.

But human law systems always adapt the laws to what people think is reasonable or unreasonable, to what people think they can enforce. Human systems of law all have lots of compromises. There is no human system of law that manages to create and regulate a society so that it is really good.

Now Jesus gives us his version of the law.

He starts with what people have already been taught, and what people accept is right and wrong. And then he adds his understanding of what is right and wrong, of what is good and bad. He gives his version of the law. And he gives his version with great authority. He says: 

You have heard what was said to people long ago.

That is the law as it has been passed down through the centuries.

But now I say to you.

This is the law, the law from God that goes to the real heart of living lives that truly reflect the will of God.

What we find is that human laws can only control what people do. If you are charged with a crime and committed to trial, then you can only be found guilty according to what you did or what you said, because that is what people see and hear, and that is how a human court will try you.

But God’s will goes much deeper.

God is concerned about who you are, and that is reflected in what you think, and how you feel, and all the things that go on within your heart and your mind. God knows you at the deep level. And God holds you accountable at that level.

So when Jesus gives us his law, when Jesus confronts us with the will of God, he places us under a jurisdiction that goes right to our thoughts and desires and our very being.

In all our human law systems, the laws not only tell us what is right and what is wrong. They tell us the consequences of breaking the law. They tell us what will happen if we disobey the law. They give us a legal process of facing a trial. And if we are found guilty they tell us how we will be punished.
Jesus spoke the laws that hold us accountable to God. Jesus speaks about facing the court he is pointing to being held accountable before the court of God that already knows all the evidence. There are no loop holes in the court of God.

Jesus’ laws not only describe crimes against society, but sin against the will of God. Jesus’ laws speak of being found guilty of sin against God and of being judged into the fires of hell, of being cut out from the kingdom of heaven, and suffering the consequences of losing any place under the grace and goodness of God.

Jesus gives some examples, which show how his laws, how the will of his heavenly Father, go much deeper than any human system of law.

You have heard that it was said to people long ago:
You shall not murder.
If you murder you will be committed for trial,
But I say to you: anyone who gets angry with a fellow human being will be committed for trial.
And if you insult someone, call them an idiot or a fool, 
then you will be committed for trial, 
and this trial will be the trial that sentences you to the fire of hell.

In all our human systems murder is considered one of the worst crimes, because it is deliberately destroying the life of another person, and no society can thrive if the lives of its people are not protected.

In the eyes of Jesus, in the will of God, the anger and hatred in our own hearts destroys the lives of people. God knows our hatred and God condemns our desires to hurt and belittle one another, and God holds us accountable, with a judgement that sentences us to eternal death.

Jesus speaks about our sexual morality.
It is one of the most difficult areas to make laws and to enforce laws.

According to the law of his time:

You have heard that it was said:
Do not commit adultery.
But I say to you: Every man who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.

Marriage is God’s design to care for and protect a partner and provide love for a partner. Adultery is taking a partner and using him or her for your own selfish pleasure, with no thought for the hurt and damage that causes.
But Jesus says adultery begins a long time before you do anything, and even if you do not do anything. That look, that desire, that says: I want you for myself, that is destructive and that is sinful.

In our laws there is a crime called perjury, and basically perjury is taking an oath and then lying under oath.
An oath is really stating that you are promising to God that you are telling the truth, and that God can hold you to account if you do not tell the truth.

In Jesus’ day people took all sorts of oaths if they wanted to convince others that they were telling the truth. So according to the law, then and now, you are guilty if you break an oath.

But Jesus says: You do not have to take an oath to tell the truth.

In fact truthfulness should be so deeply ingrained into your mind that you always tell the truth. People should be able to trust your word absolutely, whether you have taken an oath or not.

So as Jesus gives us his law, his account of the will of God, he demands perfect obedience and holiness that goes all the way to your heart.

When Jesus speaks of relationships he wants you to make peace. He tells of the need to make peace with someone who is your enemy or accuser, before you are taken to court and before you are judged and punished.

When he speaks of marriage and divorce he takes away legal loopholes, and gives you the responsibility of caring for the welfare and honour of your partner.
Jesus gives us not just a set of laws, but a way of life, a way of life that fulfils the will of God. Jesus gives us a way of life that fits life in the kingdom of heaven, even while you are living on earth.

Jesus tells us:
unless you are much more righteous than the scribes and the Pharisees, the very religious people of his society, you will not even enter the kingdom of heaven.

Just living a good law-abiding life does not make you righteous, not according to God’s standards of righteousness. God’s demands go much deeper.

At the end of this chapter Jesus sums up his requirements for the kingdom of heaven.

You shall be perfect, just as your heavenly Father is perfect.

Jesus gives us this perfect picture of the perfect life in the kingdom of heaven. And yet in giving us this perfect picture Jesus confronts us with some painful truths.

We are faced with the painful truth: I don’t keep those laws. I cannot keep those laws. Even if I try my very hardest I cannot keep those laws.

I might be able to discipline myself enough to make sure that I do not strike out and kill someone, even if they have made me very angry. But I do not have the self-control to stop myself from getting angry with them, and saying some terrible things about them, out loud, or under my breath?
I might have enough self-discipline to stop myself from destroying someone else’s marriage. But I do not have the will power to stop myself from wanting, and imagining the pleasure I will get from someone who attracts me.

I might be able to be very careful when I take an oath, but I am not naturally truthful enough to always tell the truth when truthfulness is not going to serve my purposes.

Jesus’ laws show me that I am sinful.

He tells me how terrible and devastating sin is.

It would be better to gouge out my eye and throw it away, then let my eyes lead me into temptation. It would be better to chop off my hand and throw it away then let my hand lead me into sin.

Because sin destroys me completely. Sin condemns me to eternal death. But then I know that even gouging out my eyes or chopping off my hands is not going to stop me from sinning. Because sin goes even deeper. Jesus’ laws show me that sin goes right down to the centre of my heart.

Jesus’ perfect laws just show me that I am a perfect sinner, or a very imperfect sinner.

You know, laws never make people good. Laws may stop you from doing some bad things. But laws never make you good.

Jesus’ deep laws demand perfection. Jesus’ laws tell you all about what is righteous, inside and outside, but Jesus’ laws do not make you perfect.

Jesus’ laws confront us with our sin and inability to obey God’s perfect will. When we realise that, then we are confronted with God’s terrible judgement. But then we are also ready to call out: Lord have mercy on me.

When we realise that we do not obey, and that we cannot obey, not the way that God expects and God demands, then we are ready to come back to Jesus:

Jesus please help me.

Jesus forgive my sin. Forgive my disobedience.

Forgive my failure. Free me from that punishment.

Jesus demands perfect righteousness.

We do not have righteousness. But Jesus does, and he gives it to us. He gives it to us in baptism. He pronounces us not guilty in the absolution. He gives his body and blood that he offered up on the cross to us personally to purify us from all unrighteousness and cover us with his grace. 
Life in the kingdom of heaven is the perfectly obedient life. Jesus has perfectly obeyed God’s holy law for us, and freed us from God’s just sentence of death with his own death.
We cannot get into the kingdom of heaven, because we sin against God’s will, we do not obey God’s commands. But Jesus brings the kingdom of heaven to us, through his word, and through his sacraments. Through these God gives us his grace, his righteousness, his forgiveness, and his Holy Spirit, to renew us to walk God’s way, and truly live—forever.

