“How to Have a Righteous Mouth”

Matthew 5:21-26

Sunday, March 27, 2011 with Pastor Mike Clark

We are in the midst of a series on the teaching of Jesus from the Sermon on the Mount about learning to live a Jesus lifestyle – Does our life show our Lord?
Take this test with me about how good we are: If you can start the day without caffeine; if you can get going without pep pills; if you can always be cheerful, ignoring aches and pains; if you can resist complaining and boring people with your troubles; if you can eat the same food every day and be grateful for it; if you can understand when your loved ones are too busy to give you any time; if you can overlook it when those you love take it out on you when, through no fault of yours, something goes wrong; if you can take criticism and blame without resentment; if you can ignore a friend's limited education and never correct him; if you can resist treating a rich friend better than a poor friend; if you can face the world without lies and deceit; if you can conquer tension without medical help; if you can relax without liquor; if you can sleep without the aid of drugs; if you can say honestly that deep in your heart you have no prejudice against race, sex, status, or politics; then, my friend, you are almost as good as your dog.

Today we focus in on learning to have a righteous mouth – Do we speak with love in the lifestyle of Jesus? What we say reveals what is in our hearts. Jesus tells His followers that what we say to others even shows if we will be saved! Matthew 5:21-22, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, 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.”
Jesus lists here four ways we dehumanize others and tells us that all 4 deserve judgment. The first action deserving judgment is murder. To murder in rash, unjust judgment removes a person from this world and from enjoying life. Murder breaks the commandment Law of God, and breaks every moral and criminal code of humanity. Murder is the extreme form of dehumanization. Everyone with any decency is opposed to murder and believes a murderer deserves harsh judgment.
So far all agree with Jesus. Murder is a terrible wrong, of the very worst of sins. Next Jesus does something He will do over and over again in His teaching. He shocks and challenges us with very strong statements we don’t want to agree with. Most of us would not call the next 3 things deserving judgment or even bad, but Jesus does! The next 3 are not actions but spoken words and even just thoughts. The 3 are anger, derogatory remarks and cursing. Jesus declares even just thinking of these things is just as deserving of judgment as those who murder. That is a huge shock! I don’t know anyone who would agree with Jesus. You and I don’t because we do these things a lot, and we don’t think they deserve punishment. Is Jesus crazy? Has He lost His mind? How could anyone compare murder to calling someone a fool?
Let’s not be too quick to judge Jesus. If Jesus tells us this is a problem, we better listen, we better try to understand. Jesus never tells us something unless there is good reason behind it. That is good advice all through the Sermon on the Mount and all of Jesus’ teaching. If we don’t like His teaching, we are the ones who better listen. Jesus is not crazy nor is He ever wrong. He has something very important to tell us and we need to listen for our health and better life. Whenever you find yourself not liking what Jesus is saying, don’t reject it, but spend more time trying to understand and obey it!

The first of these problems Jesus condemns is anger. Jesus includes anger as deserving punishment. You must understand that in the Greek language there are two main words for anger. The word for anger used here is not the type that is a sudden flaring up of emotion, the reaction type of anger. That type of anger is not good, but Jesus understands it happens, and so he does not condemn it as near as bad as the other type of anger. The word used here is of an anger type that builds up, an anger continually nursed in pre-meditated form. This anger boils in thought into rage toward the offender so much so that we desire they no longer exist. This anger stews, grows, multiplies, and boils until it will take destructive action. You know what Jesus is talking about here and also understand how bad this anger is. Jesus is right about it, it is dangerous and evil stuff. Anger of this type is murder in the mind, and while it is not acted upon externally to the full, it does show up in the contempt with which we treat those we harbor anger against. This type of anger tears apart relationships, families, and communities. This anger has no place in the mind or heart or mouth of the follower of Jesus.
In your relationships, who is one you choose to continue to be angry with instead of forgiving? If we are honest at all, we must confess that we hold this type of contempt and anger toward certain others. Don’t you find yourself wishing that some people did not exist in your world? Don’t you try to exclude certain people that you know by ignoring them, avoiding them, and downright excusing them from your life as soon as they appear? We wish they did not exist so we treat them as sub-human and minimize our contact with them to the smallest possible time and effort. Jesus says that we have a big problem with God when we think like that, and treat others with that kind of anger and contempt.
Next Jesus includes under judgment anyone who calls a person an idiot, a fool, stupid or empty-headed. Again, we have to wonder at Jesus because we call people idiots and fools far too often. But again, we realize Jesus is right. These derogatory remarks audibly reveal the fruit of our inward resentment toward those persons. These insults of exasperation express our disgust toward them. If we can categorize someone as an idiot or a fool, it somehow makes us feel like we don’t have to treat them like a valuable person. We can rationalize our ill-behavior toward them as logical, because who can stand a fool. Who should have to deal with an idiot? Wrong! Such remarks tear people down and throw people away. We call others foolish to try to make ourselves look wise in comparison. We push them down thinking that will lift us up. But our insults and judgments only bring us insult and judgment in return. Who do you call foolish, idiotic, and empty-headed? Are you treating them as Jesus would treat them?
Fourth, Jesus calls us to task when we curse others. What is cursing another and why is it so bad? Cursing involves outwardly and openly expressing how we feel about a person and what punishment we wish for them. If we had our way, we would send that person to the fiery place reserved for the worst and the evil. Of course this assumes that we would not be there too or the misery would be multiplied. Be careful when you curse, for you may well join the cursed in the destination of your cursing.
In each of these four dehumanizing behaviors and thoughts, Jesus makes a very serious point. In sum, we are not to nurse and carry hatred toward others. We are not to become corrupted and controlled by the poison of resentment within us. For, if we do, we will receive the consequences of that hatred that possesses us, the judgment of God against evil. Max Lucado wrote, (The Applause of Heaven, Word, 1996, p.100), “Resentment is when you let your hurt become hate. Resentment is when you allow what is eating you to eat you up. Resentment is when you poke, stoke, feed, and fan the fire, stirring the flames and reliving the pain. Resentment is the deliberate decision to nurse the offense until it becomes a black, furry, growling grudge.”

God reserves the fires of hell for those who live by hatred and unresolved anger in their refusal to seek reconciliation and peace. Our judgment of others will lead to judgment of ourselves. “Judge not, lest you be judged.” We either live by grace or we live by judgment. God sets Himself for our good against all bitterness, hatred and hurting. He will attempt to remove it first by offering grace and reconciliation, but, when these are rejected, He must remove it by His righteous judgment in wrath. Let us not fall under these four dark demons of murder, rage, insult and cursing.
So how are we to do that? We do that in Jesus as He teaches two ways we can act in positive opposition to negative dehumanizing. We are to learn Jesus’ 2 ways of building up relationships not tearing them down. First, we learn to reconcile quickly and freely with our brothers and sisters, our friends and neighbors, and our co-workers and classmates. Second, we learn to quickly make peace with our enemies to resolve conflict and lesson the damage.

Jesus teaches us to reconcile in verses 23-24, “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”
The antidote to tearing down relationships with a brother or sister, friend or neighbor is reconciliation leading to better relationships. Learn to be a reconciler! Often on Sunday mornings when the Holy Spirit works upon our hearts, we remember someone who is upset at us. The Spirit wants us to go and set right our wrongs with actions of love. Followers of Christ seek forgiveness first and then make amends for the hurt we have caused. Notice that Jesus does not say the person is right or wrong to have something against you. That does not matter so much to Jesus. He wants His followers to model relationship building. He wants us to follow Him in seeking out the hurting and the weak. He wants us to take the first step as His people and to take the initiative in being proactive for others and becoming reconcilers.

I can think of a number of occasions where in my pride I felt that I had not done very little wrong while the other person had hurt me a great deal. Without my taking the initiative to go and be reconciled, I lost some friends. I let the conflicts remain and lost the relationships. Was that worth it?  NO. So now I try to go and reconcile first and not wait for the other. I would rather keep the relationship than be found right. What about you? Sure we want to be right, but at the cost of losing our loved ones? No thank you. It is far better to be reconciled, and then work out how we both can learn from our mistakes.

Let us take the opposite of the four dehumanizing actions Jesus mentions and strategize on how to set each other free to be more human as God created us. Don’t murder - nurture life in others! Don’t be enraged – learn to rejoice together! Learn to handle anger and learn to celebrate success! Did you know a spouse can create good feelings in a marriage, increasing the sense of satisfaction, intimacy, and fun, all with a simple reaction? When a partner shares good news, do this - actively respond. Dr. Shelly Gable, who helped author a UCLA research report on the subject, said, "It isn't enough just to listen passively."  Gable says a partner needs to be active in celebrating together; offering hugs and "high fives" for the success. When the responder does this, the other person immediately has tender feelings toward the supporting partner. This truth should transfer to all loving relationships. I found it to work really well as a parent in encouraging children. Everyone needs a lot of positive reinforcement, so be an encourager!
Don’t call someone an idiot – discover their brilliance! Words have the power to shape a life. We've all heard the lie, "sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me." You know that is a lie, don’t you? Entire lives are shaped by the harsh words of a few. Fortunately, those same lives can be reshaped by the right words at the right time. The following is an excerpt from a speech by Elijah E. Cummings, at the time Maryland's 7th District representative, delivered at Howard University (for the 2000 Education Leadership Summit on December 4, 2000). “This morning, as I drove through the early-morning, South Baltimore traffic, I passed near the elementary school that I attended nearly 40 years ago. I spent most of my elementary school training as an unhappy member of what then was called the 3rd group—what we today call special education. To this day, I remember the cold, incredulous, rejecting words of my 6th grade school counselor. "You want to be a lawyer? Who do you think you are?" (Now, instead) When I think back to that time, I do something I have done every morning of my adult life. I thank God for the wonderful adults who gave me my head start in life. I thank God for Mr. Hollis Posey, the sixth grade teacher who listened to my dreams, who believed in my potential as a human being, and who taught to my strengths, not my limitations. And I thank God for my parents, who convinced me that I could become whatever I decided to be. I made it out of the 3rd group.  I graduated second in my class from High School. I became a Phi Beta Kappa at Howard University. I became a lawyer at the University of Maryland. I was elected to public office and rose to the position of speaker pro tem of the Maryland House of Delegates, and today I serve the people of Baltimore as a member of the Congress of the United States of America. I survived and succeeded because of positive parental involvement, and because of Mr. Hollis Posey's belief in me, because he taught to my strengths and helped me learn and achieve in my own way. We must believe in our children. We must give them the opportunity to develop their unique and diverse abilities.”
Don’t call someone an idiot – discover their brilliance! Don’t curse others – bless others with encouragement. Become a reconciler – a builder of life and relationships! I have discovered that few of us have learned how to reconcile - no one taught us. Jesus calls us to learn to become a church of reconcilers and to offer an alternative to the grudge bearing, hatred encouraging ways of our world around us – to preserve and reinforce our love for each other. That is the mark of a Jesus Church and a Jesus lifestyle. We learn to reconcile in the church so we can model reconciliation to our communities.
In verses 25-26 Jesus teaches that the antidote to hatred with an enemy is to seek peace as soon as possible. “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”
It is much easier to fix blame than to fix problems, but it is far worse. Christ-ones are to fix problems and be peacemakers. The truth is that we must not let an estrangement remain or it will grow, especially with an enemy who wants to see us fail. Wisely Jesus urges us to come to terms quickly with our enemies to be free of a matter before worse results occur. Unresolved conflict quickly broadens out with the aggrieved person telling others and creating a whole host of those arrayed against you. These things do not go away, but fester and boil up to greater problems.

After 125 years the infamous feud between the Hatfields and McCoys was finally history. Sixty descendants of the original clans gathered on June 14, 2003 in Kentucky to sign a document declaring an official end to more than a century of hatred and bloodshed. Most think the feuding between the two families began in 1878 when Randolph McCoy accused one of the Hatfields of stealing a hog. Feelings festered and other incidents occurred that finally resulted in the shooting death of Ellison Hatfield in 1882. Retaliation begat retaliation until the feud claimed 11 more family members over the next ten years. Subsequent conflicts between the two clans involved court battles over timber rights and cemetery plots. The treaty calling for peace reads: "We do hereby and formally declare an official end to all hostilities, implied, inferred, and real, between the families, now and forevermore. We ask by God's grace and love that we be forever remembered as those that bound together the hearts of two families to form a family of freedom in America."
Jesus urges quick action to work on relationships. We must take the initiative to reconcile with brothers and sister or make peace with enemies. We are to be people of reconciliation and peace in the lifestyle of Jesus. Where are you letting a conflict simmer with an enemy? The Lord wants you to be free of concern about that so you can give your full attention to the greater purpose for which He wants your life to make a difference. Go and make peace.  Be freed so you won’t have to keep paying to the last penny.
Who is a friend or neighbor, co-worker or classmate that you are dismissing? Jesus calls you to love those persons as He would love them. He calls you to a higher style of living that affirms people rather than degrades and dismisses them. You might be the very one that person needs so that they can see the Jesus died for them on the cross too. Who is a brother or sister in our church family you are not treating with love? That person is going to be for eternity in God’s kingdom with you. Or at least they will be there, unless you stop despising and start loving. So it’s time to put into positive action the love the Holy Spirit has placed within you for that person.

Ultimately, life is all about relationships. Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it.  Whoever gives her life away will find it. What are you trying to do keep or give, lose or find? Be reconcilers and peacemakers in living a Jesus lifestyle. Have a righteous mouth and use it for God’s glory to spread His love and truth.
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