
BREAKING VICIOUS CYCLES

(BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS)

Matthew 5:21-37

[image: image1.png]



Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

February 13, 2011

BEING ANGRY

In the Sermon on the Mount, there is not a single word about what to believe. In these three chapters in Matthew Jesus only tells us what to do! Here Jesus does not ask us to sign a creed or covenant, to believe in miracles, to affirm statements about his birth or resurrection, or to believe in the Bible from cover to cover.

Six times in chapter 5 Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said . . . but I say to you . . .” Each of these six “for instances” are not about devotional practices. Prayer, fasting and giving money come in chapter 6. After offering eight beatitudes and then calling us “salt” and “light,” Jesus calls on us not to believe something but to do something in our personal relationships. I think he goes from preaching to meddling! Jesus names six instances in our personal relationships: our anger, our lust, our shattered marriages, our broken promises, our retaliation, and our conditional love. 

In each of these six “for instances,” Jesus calls us to hear the past requirements and then to go beyond the law. Being a rabbi, Jesus mines the tradition of his heritage and offers a fresh word for his day and for our day. His authority is not based on the power of the tradition but on his own personality. Six times Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said . . . but I say to you . . . .” Jesus is not rejecting the Laws of Moses. Jesus says earlier in verses 17 and 20: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. . . . For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”

As an example of changed personal relationships, let’s look today at only the first “for instance.” “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment” (5:21-22a).

Jesus names our anger. He does not mean the occasional fit of temper which sweeps over you or me for a brief moment. The word Matthew translates for “anger” here (orgizomenos) originally meant “to teem or swell” and referred especially to the way plants and fruits develop internal swelling with juice.1 This describes a person who boils up on the inside until he or she is ready to explode. Jesus is talking about those who are swelling with anger and have a mounting, growing rage toward others. To be angry for religious reasons or patriotic reasons is still anger.

I understand this anger that swells before it finally explodes. Because I am an introverted, intuitive, thoughtful person who likes to be in control, I keep my emotions within me for a while and then suddenly erupt in a fit of anger as those around me (usually my family) ask, “Where in the world did that come from? I only asked you to unload the dishwasher!” Do you know what I’m talking about? Oh, how we love to nurse our anger! There’s nothing like a cup of righteous anger to keep us warm during these cold winter months!

Jesus says, “And if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council” (5:22b). Jesus says that our anger cannot stay inside forever. Our internal, nursed anger is expressed through name-calling before it escalates to murder. We express anger through insults. You can read in the footnote in your pew Bible that the word translated “insult” here is “Hraka,” which comes directly from Jesus’ native Aramaic language. It means something like “empty-headed fool.” Today we would say, “Airhead!”

Listen, however, to the actual word: Hraka. It’s the sound of a person clearing the throat to prepare a good spit. Hraka! Try saying it with me: Hraka! In Jesus’ day and still in our day, when you want to express utter contempt for someone, you gather the residue in your throat (Hrrr!) and spit on that person, usually in the face. Hraka! This is about the meanest thing you could do to a person short of killing them, and we certainly understand why. Hraka! 2

Jesus says, “And if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire” (5:22c). The Greek word translated “fool” in verse 22 is the word for “moron.” Jesus tells us that Christians do not call other persons “stupid” or “fool” or “moron.”


Eugene Peterson (The Message) paraphrases Jesus this way: “You’re familiar with the command to the ancients, ‘Do not murder.’ I’m telling you that anyone who is so much as angry with a brother or sister is guilty of murder. Carelessly call a brother ‘idiot!’ and you just might find yourself hauled into court. Thoughtlessly yell ‘stupid!’ at a sister and you are on the brink of hellfire. The simple moral fact is that words kill.

This is not to say that it is just as bad to insult someone with words as it is to shoot someone. I would prefer you hate me and not murder me. Jesus is saying, however, that it is better to bring that swelling anger under control before it leads to name-calling, spitting and, eventually, murder.

The consequences escalate as does our anger. Fermenting anger leads to “Hraka!” which leads to “You moron!” which leads to murder. And the consequences escalate from being angry in small claims court, to being angry before the judge, and finally, to being angry in hell. Jesus teaches us that nursing our anger can send us on a spiraling slide down into dire consequences. As in all six of the “for instances” Jesus offers us here in chapter 5, we find ourselves in vicious downward cycles, and Jesus offers us a way to avoid the nasty yet natural consequences of these cycles.  

MAKING PEACE

I have said it before and will continue to say it: No one makes me angry. Whether I respond to a situation in anger or in curiosity depends on me more than it does the situation. Our first task is to stop blaming others for our anger (which is what we do when we say, “She makes me angry!”) and take responsibility for our own anger. (And you wondered how I would work Valentine’s Day into this sermon!)

How do we take responsibility and escape the vicious downward cycles of anger, lust, shattered marriages, broken promises, retaliation, and conditional love? Jesus calls us to act differently because of who we are. Jesus offers a beatitude earlier in Matthew 5:9: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.” Note that Jesus does not congratulate those who hope for peace, those who love peace, those who speak well about peace, or those who believe in peace. Jesus congratulates those who make peace. Making peace is not passive non-resistance.

Peacemakers are those actively and nonviolently engaged in the pursuit of peace. They are living out the peace that God has proclaimed in our world through Jesus. Peacemakers do not really make peace, for only God through Jesus can do that. Peacemakers are those who live as if God through Jesus has brought an end to the enmity and strife between God and persons and the anger between one person and another person. And God has! Peacemakers have no swelling anger, rudeness or insult.

We have already heard Jesus’ sermon theme announced in 5:20: “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” Most of us hear Jesus saying, “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter heaven when you die.” Jesus doesn’t say that. He is not talking about our ticket to heaven when we die. You probably know that Matthew, more than Mark or Luke, substitutes “kingdom of heaven” for their phrase (and probably Jesus’ phrase) “kingdom of God.” For Jesus the kingdom of heaven is not a place but a power. For Jesus the kingdom of heaven is not just in the future but is God’s rule here and now in our world and in our relationships.

We usually turn Jesus’ methods around. We think if we will just follow the religious rules, believe in what the Bible and religious authorities tell us, and straighten up our lives, then God will reward us with heaven when we die. This is not Jesus’ order of priorities. Jesus begins with eight beatitudes (“You are blessed!”), calls us “salt” and “light,” and then asks us to live as if the power of God is already operative in our world and, more importantly, the power of God is already operative in our personal relationships. Jesus says, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God (5:9). When we realize that we are already children of God, we will act like our God and will show others what our Divine Parent is like.

We cannot, however, do this on our own. We need Jesus, of course, but we also need Jesus’ disciples. We come here each Sunday to worship God and to focus our priorities on our God who is Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer. We need corporate worship, but I believe we also need a group of persons to help us in our spiritual formation as we try to break the vicious cycles in our lives.

Today we are launching our emphasis on Life Groups. These are small groups which have already formed or will form for you and me to join. Life groups offer support as we strive to live as Jesus’ disciples. Like the Sermon on the Mount, the main priority in Life Groups is not about what we believe as much as what we do. Each of us needs others to coach us in this way of Jesus and to encourage us to live the exceeding righteousness Jesus calls for us. I believe we need a small and trusted group to help us act like the blessed salt and light we already are.

I believe Jesus wants us to stop trying to be religious and to start letting God’s grace work in our lives because we can’t break the vicious cycles on our own. Jesus is not just saying, “Do not be angry.” Jesus is saying, “Let the power/rule of God so work in your life to break the vicious cycle of anger in your life.” The grace of God (and not our own efforts) is the force that begins to break the vicious cycles of bondage in our lives. Only when grace breaks the vicious cycle can we follow these commands of Jesus.

Christians follow the Sermon on the Mount not because we think we “ought” to follow them but because through Jesus we see the world differently. Newspapers and television portray reality as a world of murder, a world of adultery, a world of divorce, a world of untruthfulness; a world of retaliation; and a world of conditional love; yet we have seen Jesus. We see the world differently now. We see reality as a world accepted by God and not rejected by God. We see a world which begins not in original sin but begins with original blessing. We now can name those vicious cycles of anger, lust, brokenness, dishonesty, retaliation and enmity. We know that God’s power has provided the way to stop those vicious cycles and has come to us—to you and me—in love and forgiveness and grace through Jesus of Nazareth. Through Jesus the rule of God has done what we could not do—stop the vicious cycles of our lives. 

About 100 years ago the Christian theologian G. K. Chesterton (1874-1936) famously said, “The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult; and left untried.” 3 With the help of Jesus, Vienna Baptist Church, and Life Groups, let’s try to let the grace of God deal with our relationships. “The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult; and left untried.”
1 Clarence Jordan, Sermon on the Mount, revised edition, 1952, 1970, page 56

2 Clarence Jordan, page 55

3 G. K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World, 1910, part 1, chapter 5
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