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NO ONE RIGHTEOUS 
Matthew 5:21-37 

Sixth Sunday after the Epiphany (Series A) 

February 16, 2020 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The gospel lesson for the Sixth Sunday after the Epiphany comes from The Gospel 

According to Matthew, chapter 5, verses 21 through 37. It is on page 684 of the pew Bible. 

Please stand as you are able for the Gospel. From Matthew 5, beginning at verse 21, we read in 

Jesus’ name. 

21 “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever 

murders will be liable to judgment.’ 22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with 

his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the 

council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire. 23 So if you are 

offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against 

you, 24 leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, 

and then come and offer your gift. 25 Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you 

are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to 

the guard, and you be put in prison. 26 Truly, I say to 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.’ 28 But I say to you 

that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery 

with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. 

For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown 

into hell. 30 And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For it is 

better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go into hell. 

31 “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ 
32 But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual 

immorality, makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman 

commits adultery. 

33 “Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but 

shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ 34 But I say to you, Do not take an oath 

at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool, 

or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. 36 And do not take an oath by your 

head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ 

or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil. 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

You may be seated. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
There are some really horrible people in the world. Let’s talk about them. Sometimes it helps 

us feel better about ourselves to talk about how horrible other people are. 

Let’s start with murderers. “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not 

murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment’ ” (5:21). Killing another human being 
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is about the worst thing you can do. And I should define what I mean. I’m not talking about 

soldiers, who are required by their government to kill enemy soldiers. And I’m not talking about 

executioners in prisons, who are simply doing what a judge ordered them to do. And I’m not 

talking about police officers, who make every effort to not have to kill a person, but sometimes 

are required to use deadly force. I’m not talking about them. Not every form of killing is murder. 

Murder is the unauthorized taking of an innocent human life. That’s what we’re talking about 

here—the unauthorized taking of an innocent human life. The problem with murder is that every 

human being is created in the image of God, so when you murder another person, you are killing 

the image of God (Gen. 9:6). So murderers are really horrible people. 

But murderers aren’t the only horrible people in the world. Adulterers are horrible too. “You 

have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery’ ” (5:27). Now, strictly speaking, 

adultery is when a married person engages in sexual activity with someone they are not married 

to. This is a really harmful violation of marriage. The thing that makes adultery so bad is that 

when you’re married, your body is not your own; it belongs to your spouse (1 Cor. 7:4). So you 

don’t have a right to do whatever you want with it. Whatever you do with your body, you 

actually do with the body that belongs to your husband or wife. So adultery is kind of like theft, 

but in a much more personal and, therefore, damaging way. It violates the trust your spouse has 

placed in you. They trust you because you made a vow of faithfulness to them, and they made 

that same vow to you. So adultery is a horrible sin, and people who do it are horrible. 

I mean, the least you could do is get divorced first, right? That’s the clean way to break your 

vow, because, “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of 

divorce’ ” (5:31). 

But there’s more. Liars are horrible people too, because, “Again you have heard that it was 

said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely’ ” (5:33). When you open your mouth to speak, 

other people might trust you. They might base their actions on what you say. If you lie under 

oath in a court of law, someone might go to prison unjustly. Or if you lie to protect them, you 

might keep a dangerous criminal on the streets. But this isn’t just about the courts. Your word 

matters in smaller matters too. If you say that a new restaurant is really good, when it’s actually 

really bad, someone might go there and be let down. Or if you say it’s really bad, when it’s 

actually really good, you can destroy the restaurant’s chance at success. You can destroy 

someone’s reputation or livelihood when you lie about them. Or if you promise to do something, 

other people might depend on you to do what you promise. But when you don’t follow through, 

they’re left in a real bind. Liars can destroy people’s lives, and they might not even realize it. 

Liars are horrible people. 

Murderers, adulterers, and liars are all horrible people, and it’s a good thing that we’re not 

like any of them. 

Oh, wait, I forgot one. You know who else is really horrible? You … and me. 

 
There’s a right way and a wrong way to use God’s Law. The Law of God is always good, but 

so far we’ve been misusing it. Now, even when we misuse it, the content of God’s Law is good. 

So most of what I’ve said so far is still true, even if I said it to show you a bad example of how 

we all misuse the Law. The part about divorce wasn’t quite right. It is not okay to have an affair 

as long as you get divorced first. That’s not true at all. That just compounds sin upon sin. But, as 

far as I know, everything else about murder, adultery, and lying is in accord with God’s Law, but 

it was spoken wrongly. 
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The Law of God is useful for restraining our bad behavior. It is useful for showing us our 

sinful condition, so that we also see the need for our Savior. And it is useful for guiding us in 

good works that are beneficial to our neighbor and pleasing to God. 

But we can also misuse God’s Law. One of the ways we misuse God’s Law is when we use it 

to justify ourselves, or, I should say, try to justify ourselves. This is the “I’m glad I’m not as bad 

as so-and-so” use. We all want to be righteous. But if we look at God’s Law honestly, we will all 

see that we are not justified. So we avoid judging ourselves against God’s Law. We would rather 

judge ourselves against other people. This way, even if we come out on the negative side, it’s not 

that bad, and we’re probably not a completely lost cause. We also have the chance to compare 

our best intentions against other people’s worst actions. That’s a nice little trick to tip the scales 

in our favor. 

And we use God’s Law sparingly when we do this. There are certain parts, like, “You shall 

not murder” (Ex. 20:13; Deut. 5:17), that help us justify ourselves. We can say, “Hey, I’ve never 

killed a person. Therefore, I’m better than some people. There’s a standard of morality, and I’m 

on the right side of it.” And, as far as the state is concerned, you might be right. But there are two 

kinds of righteousness: righteousness before man and righteousness before God. And there is 

much more to righteousness before God than not murdering a person. 

We also pick and choose commandments and place them in a different hierarchy. Maybe you 

value marriage very highly, but you’re a little bit dishonest. You embellish your 

accomplishments and you fudge the numbers on your tax return a little. But since you never 

cheated on your spouse, you think you’re better than the guy that has. But that guy values 

honesty very highly, so he thinks, At least I’m honest about it. And he knows that you tell the 

occasional fish story, so he thinks he’s better than you. Who’s right? Probably neither of you, 

and it doesn’t matter anyway. 

Jesus uses the Law of God differently. Most significantly, Jesus fulfills the Law. He keeps it, 

he upholds it, and he obeys it perfectly, so that he might be our substitute. When he dies a 

sinner’s death, it is not his own sins that he dies for, but yours and mine. 

And when he teaches the Law, he doesn’t reduce it to the bare minimum. Instead, he expands 

it to cover the maximum of God’s will. Murder? Yeah, that’s bad. “But I say to you that 

everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to the judgment; whoever insults his 

brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell of 

fire” (5:22). Jesus brings out the full meaning of the Fifth Commandment to include anger and 

insults. We commit murder in thought, word, and deed. This means that, before God, you and I 

are all guilty of breaking the Fifth Commandment. Before other people, there are degrees of 

murder. If you’re angry with me, I would much prefer that you insult me instead of kill me. 

Before God, you are guilty both ways, but at least I’m still alive. 

But Jesus brings out the full meaning of the Fifth Commandment to show us that no one is 

righteous. He leaves us all with no excuse before God. We are all guilty. 

 
Now we can’t really leave a discussion on the Fifth Commandment without talking about 

abortion. If we didn’t have fifty million dead babies on our hands, we could move on. But we do, 

so we can’t. 

In case you haven’t noticed, this is an election year. That means you’re probably going to 

interpret whatever I say as a political statement. Just pump the brakes on that. For a moment, 

forget the politics. Now I know that abortion is a political issue, but it’s only a political issue 

because it’s a moral issue first. And part of the problem with thinking about it in regard to 
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politics is that it gets attached to everything else in your party’s platform. You know what I 

mean? If we feel very strongly about one particular issue, we feel like we have to accept our 

party’s platform on everything. Don’t let the other issues you care about change the way you 

think about unborn children. Just for a few minutes, at least, don’t think about abortion in terms 

of politics. It’s a moral issue first. The Church should not be involved in every political issue, but 

the Church has every right to speak to moral issues. In fact, the Church must speak to moral 

issues, because the Church has the Word of God, and when the Word of God is missing from a 

society, two very bad things happen. First, when the Law of God is missing, we will create our 

own morality, and it will be corrupt. Second, when the Gospel is missing, the sins we commit 

with our new “morality” will not be forgiven. The Church must speak the Word of God to moral 

issues, because the Word of God has both truth and forgiveness. The Church can and must speak 

out against abortion. 

The moral argument for why abortion is wrong is very simple. And you know there are many 

complex issues surrounding abortion, but the moral argument is very simple. 

It goes like this: First, it is wrong to take the life of an innocent human being. This is a moral 

principle that is mostly obvious to almost every person. It’s written on our hearts. It is also 

written in Scripture: “You shall not murder.” This universal moral principle is the first part of the 

argument. 

Second, unborn babies are human beings. This is proven both scripturally and scientifically. 

In Scripture we have accounts or descriptions of babies in the womb, including Jesus (Luke 

1:43), John the Baptist (Luke 1:41), King David (Ps. 22:10; 139:13), and the prophet Jeremiah 

(Jer. 1:5) that ascribe humanity to them. And their humanity is not based on whether or not a 

person wants them, but on the fact that God created them in the womb. Every human being is 

valuable because God created them in his image. 

The humanity of an unborn child is also proven scientifically. From the moment of 

conception—we’re talking day one here—from the moment of conception, when sperm fertilizes 

an egg, the organism that results from that is a living and genetically distinct human being. There 

are cells there, those cells are alive, and the DNA in those cells is unique from any other human 

being. It’s not the mother’s DNA; it’s not the father’s DNA; but it is unique DNA that comes 

from both the mother and the father. And this is not incomplete DNA; it’s all there. And it’s not 

the DNA of some other species; it is human DNA. And this DNA has all the information 

necessary to grow every organ and limb of this human being. Throughout pregnancy, this human 

being develops and begins to look more and more like other human beings, but that is all a 

gradual process, one part at a time. There is no immediate transformation of this human being’s 

nature as it develops. The only moment when there is an immediate transformation to the human 

nature is at conception. One moment it’s not a human being, because it doesn’t exist yet, but as 

soon as it begins to exist, it is a human being. There’s really nothing else that it can be. 

This child is an innocent human being, and it’s wrong to take the life of an innocent human 

being. Therefore, abortion is morally wrong. 

Now, you know that there are many other complex issues related to abortion. And those 

issues matter, but none of them matter more than the life of an innocent human being. We can 

still care about those other issues too. Poverty matters. Equal rights for women matters. Rape 

matters. Downs Syndrome matters. Deadbeat fathers who bail on their girlfriends as soon as they 

become pregnant matter. We can address these issues, but killing unborn children is not the way 

to do it. 
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Obviously, this is a political issue. But think of it as a moral issue first. That means that you 

apply all of this to yourself, before you try to apply it to other people. That means that you never 

procure an abortion for yourself, you never participate in one, you never encourage someone to 

get one, you never help someone get one, and you never put a woman in a situation where she 

feels it is her only option. Don’t do any of that. Instead, choose life, and support life. Be 

charitable. Be gracious. If an unmarried woman becomes unexpectedly pregnant, praise her for 

keeping her child. Give her whatever she needs. And treat every woman who bears a child as a 

hero, because they are. 

Think of this as a moral issue, because politics is not really going to fix our abortion 

problem. Love will fix it. Education will fix it. As long as people think it’s okay to kill unborn 

children, unborn children will be killed. That’s how democracy works. 

Think of this as a moral issue, because then we put it in the broader context of the Fifth 

Commandment, and we remember that calling people “fools” is also a violation of the Fifth 

Commandment. If you insult people who advocate for abortion rights, you’re breaking the Fifth 

Commandment. You see the irony here, right? Be careful what you say to a person. Be careful 

what you say when they’re not around. Be careful how you treat them on social media. When 

you curse another person, you curse the image of God (James 3:9). When you insult a person, 

you insult the image of God. Abortion rights advocates have sincere intentions. None of them 

just want to kill children. Nobody wants that. They see abortion as necessary in order for women 

to have equal rights and equal opportunities. Even if you think that’s a weak justification we 

have to recognize that they have sincere intentions. If we can’t argue charitably, we won’t 

convince anyone, and we will only murder people with our words. We have to recognize the 

dignity of every human life. 

And think of this as a moral issue, because the Church’s primary task regarding moral issues 

is to forgive sins. If the United States has seen fifty million abortions since 1973, then it’s 

unlikely that we are all innocent. And I don’t just mean women who had an abortion, but 

everyone who was involved and everyone who should have gotten involved to stop it but didn’t. 

They’re not innocent. There is always a person who actually kills the baby. And there is usually 

a person who puts a mother in this difficult situation. There are far more than fifty million guilty 

persons. 

Part of the reason we call it a sin, is because Jesus is all about forgiving sins. When we say 

that he fulfilled the Law, we don’t just mean part of it. We mean that he fulfilled all of the Law, 

and he fulfilled it for all sinners. He fulfilled it on behalf of murderers, because we are all 

murderers, if not in deed, certainly in thought and word. And, before God, that’s not less bad. 

 
Now we didn’t get to talk much about the Sixth and Eighth Commandments. Those are the 

other two commandments Jesus deals with here. But just as he did with the Fifth Commandment, 

Jesus makes us all guilty. Everyone who has ever looked lustfully on another person is an 

adulterer, and everyone who has ever spoken a false word is a liar. Before God, all of us are 

guilty and deserving of eternal punishment. There are no degrees of guilt here. But that is what 

we want to hang onto. We want to hang onto some hope that we’re not really as bad as the next 

guy. We want to condemn the physical murders. We want to condemn the physical adulterers. 

We want to condemn the really bad liars. But Jesus puts us all under the same weight of the Law. 

That means that the real sin he attacks here is pride. 

The real sin Jesus attacks here is pride. Do you see that? He’s not really after the murderers. 

He’s after the people who think they’re not. 
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Did you ever feel over the course of this sermon that you are better than another person, or 

even just a little bit less bad? Did you ever think to yourself, There’s probably someone here who 

needs to hear this? If you did, then you are the real target of Jesus’ condemnation. The sin he’s 

attacking is your pride. It is far easier for a publicly rotten sinner to end up in heaven than a 

prideful churchgoer. The publicly rotten sinners at least know who they are. 

Repent. Despair of your good works. They’re not that good. Confess your murder. Confess 

your adultery. Confess your lying. Because Jesus died for these things. Find your hope in Jesus 

Christ, and in Jesus Christ alone. 

He fulfilled the Law in your place. He suffered the death of a murderer, not for his own 

murders, but for yours and mine and the entire world’s. His wounds are your salvation. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


