
Are you a letter or spirit person?  In high school did you strive for a lettermen’s jacket or was being involved in the overall life of the school satisfactory and rewarding enough?  When you hear of a law, do you want to be judged by the letter of the law, or the spirit?  If you are like me, it depends on my current situation and how you interpret ‘spirit.’  

We don’t necessarily like the letter of the law, because it does not give us much wiggle room.  The spirit of the law seems to give us some breathing room.  This is the way we usually interpret things, to allow for more wiggle room.  At least someone on the committee creating this new law needs one loophole to keep their campaign contributors happy.

In this passage, and the ones that follow however, we have Jesus asking for the Spirit of the Law to be followed and in the process, making the law tougher, not easier.  As much as we would like to believe that, unlike the Pharisees, we have everything right before God, I know that when I hear, “Do not murder!”  I claim to be a strong adherent to Jesus’ commands because I have not murdered anyone.  Last week, as I talked about the Pharisees loopholes, it did not even come into my mind that taking the ten commandments literally was a loophole.  The letter of the law in the ten commandments is a basic minimum in order for humanity to survive.  It is not how God is calling us to live, it is how we can still survive as a species.


At the same time, the Ten Commandments taken in the Spirit of the Law is how we are meant to live.  That is why Jesus is reissuing them to us.  We have limited God’s call to make it attainable for ourselves.  God is calling for us to live in a way that is only attainable through the guidance of his Spirit.

Jesus tells us that we will be judged for murder, yes, that is true.  He also tells us that we will be judged for anger and allowing it to fester and smolder in our hearts.  In this particular instance, he is putting the type of anger that we hold onto and do not offer to God to extinguish.  Not the revulsion of what is happening right now, that goes up like straw or lighter fluid.  But the type of anger that must be kindled to continue, the charcoal that continues to give off heat long after the meat is cooked.


We could see how that might have a foot to stand on with murder, but Jesus quickly takes out that foot with a combination punch of Raca and More.  Raca will also leave us separated from God because you are saying the person is lacking a mental capacity.  They are, “brainless idiots, or silly fools.”  More moves from the head to the heart.  The heart being the character of the person.  Moron has the same root as More and means moral fool.  They live an immoral life.  When calling someone a More, you were saying that they lacked character.  

Can you see why the people preferred the Pharisees teachings over Jesus’.  Most of us in this room can say that we have never killed anyone out of cold blood.  Probably none of us can say that we have not called someone an idiot or immoral.  By Jesus’ fulfillment or interpretation of the depth of the law, no one  can even come close to claiming purity in the law.  The rich young tax collector is even guilty, just like we all think he is but can not prove when we hear that parable.  When he says that he has kept the letter of the law since his youth and has never transgressed, yet he still walks away.


Jesus’ law calls for a spirit of the law interpretation rather than the letter of the law, at least from our perspective.  The reality is that God’s intentions were for Jesus’ interpretation all along.


When we look at Exodus 20:13 and Deutoronomy 5:17, both plainly say, “You shall not murder.”  Phoneuō is the word, and it is clearly to deprive a person of life by illegal, intentional killing.  There are many different ways to kill, but this is the intentional, premeditated killing of another human.  We are told not to do that.


Jesus affirms that this is a good starting point, but is not the finishing point.  As we look at humanity, we hopefully realize that everyone is God’s creation.  We are all made in the image and likeness of God.  To call one of God’s children stupid or worthless in character is like telling a new mother that her newborn baby is ugly and will never amount to anything.  You are better off killing a mother, than doing such a thing, because you have already killed a part of them.  Insulting others insults God and his creation.  It also causes death to the person receiving the insult.

The insults, the anger, and murder are all symptoms of an unwhole heart.  There is a case made that the insults lead to anger, and anger to murder.  But the ending point is not Jesus’ focus, it is the starting condition.  As a holy, loving, and just God, the Holy Trinity can not accept anything that is not 100 percent righteous.  A sneeze or a sniffle is not a full blown cold, but you will not be allowed into an operating room.  You have the symptom which means you have the germ.  Even if it has not expanded into full blown, stay home from a work cold or other slaying murder, you are unfit for the Kingdom.  Your heart is not right and you therefore are not righteous.

So what are we to do?  First off, we should not be surprised that Jesus has lead us here.  We started off the summer with, blessed are the poor in Spirit, and we will continue to find ourselves back here, hopefully every day.  We, by ourselves, our insufficient.  We praise Jesus because he can redeem the prisoner on death row without realizing how many times daily he needs to redeem us because we do not value our brothers and sisters and Jesus’ brothers and sisters and the Father sons and daughters.  



This poor in spirit leads us through the other three need beatitudes, culminating after hungering and thrirsting for righteousness.  It then leads us to the response beatitudes in the Altar and Judgement commands.  We can not worship while not right with our brother or sister in Christ.  We sometimes tell ourselves that, “After I have worshipped, then I can reconcile myself with my brother or sister.”  Jesus responds with a fresh version of what the prophet’s of the old testament proclaimed God saying throughout, “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.”  Go, reconcile yourself to your sibling in Christ, then come and praise me.  You can not be right with me if you are not right with your sibling.


Not only our brothers and sisters in Christ, but our adversaries.  We are told to reconcile with them, or there is another word for it, make peace, be peace makers with them.  Again, this may lead us through the need beatitudes, we may need to allow others to know our faults and realize them ourselves.  But how else are we going to be salt and light to the world?  If we have not come to terms, we find ourselves in the same place as we were with calling someone a idiot or fool, judged before God and deemed guilty.  Needing his redeeming work to bring us right before him again.  



Let us be equal opportunity employers of the Trinity.  Not always asking for Christ’s work of forgiveness, but involving the Spirit’s work of sanctification and justification of our hearts, so that we can appreciate the genius of the Father’s children.  Thus, fully embracing the original letter of the law and showing it’s Spirit working within us.

