
“Stop the Killing Spree!” (Matthew 5:21–26) 
 
“I hate you!” “I wish you were dead!” “You’re stupid!” “You’re worthless!” “I want a divorce!” “I wish 
we never had you!” “I wish you weren’t my parents!” Have you ever uttered any of these statements? If 
we’re honest, at one moment or another we have all spoken hurtful and hateful words. Yet, typically, 
most of us dismiss such comments by saying, “You really made me angry.” “I lost my temper.” “I didn’t 
really mean it.” Or the ever pathetic, “I was just joking.” While it is tempting to minimize our angry 
words, thoughts, and attitudes, the truth is there can be danger in anger. This is fitting since anger is only 
one letter away from danger.  
 
In one of the old Peanuts comic strips, Charles Schulz shows Sally trying to locate her memory verse for 
Sunday School. She has forgotten it, and can’t locate it in the Bible. She is lost in her thoughts trying to 
remember the reference when she suddenly says, “Maybe it was something from the book of 
Reevaluation.”1 Sally’s butchering of the book of Revelation is apropos, for the entire Bible is aimed at 
getting people to reevaluate their lives. In Matt 5:21–26, Jesus forces us to reevaluate our conception of 
anger. In these six verses, Jesus imparts two exhortations that will help us have healthy relationships. He 
says, “Nurture and esteem your relationships.” 
 
1. Recognize that unrighteous anger is murder (5:21–22). Previously, in 5:20, Jesus said that our 
righteousness must surpass that of the scribes and Pharisees. Now He stops preaching and starts 
meddling! Seriously, Jesus could have tackled any subject but He begins the body of His sermon by 
dealing with anger—a sin that many of us struggle with. In 5:21 Jesus says, “You have heard that the 
ancients [the Israelites] were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT MURDER’ and ‘Whoe ver 
commits murder shall be liable to the court.’”2 The opening phrase “you have heard…”3 alerts us to 
the fact that Jesus is going to quote from the Old Testament. Here, He quotes the sixth commandment: 
“You shall not commit murder” (Exod 20:13).4 He then reminds us of the penalty—“you shall be liable to 
the court.”5 At this point, Jesus’ listeners must have been thinking, “Yup, we got it. We’re not supposed 
to murder anybody. We’ve heard that one before. And we’ve behaved. We’re not murderers. We’re not 
guilty. We’re good, moral, ethical people. So preach on preacher!” You’ve got to admit, it’s always more 
comfortable when the preacher talks about other people, right? You’ve probably heard people say, “I’m 
not a bad person; I mean, I’ve never killed anyone.” Even as Christians, it’s easy to be smug and think 
that since we haven’t physically murdered anyone this commandment doesn’t apply to us. But Jesus 
undoes this thinking. He presses the sixth command inward when He drops a preaching bomb. 
 
In 5:22 Jesus declares, “But I 6 say to you that everyone who is angry7 with his brother8 shall be guilty 
before the court; and whoever says to his brother, ‘You good–for–nothing,’ shall be guilty before 
the supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.”9 
Jesus begins by saying, “But I say to you…” He is affirming everything in the Old Testament, but He is 
also fulfilling it. That is, He is “filling it full” of meaning. What was implicit in the Old Testament Law, 
Jesus is making explicit. He is giving insight into the original purpose of God’s Law, a purpose that had 
been lost among the teachers of His day.10 Jesus is saying, “I’m going to the very heart of the Law to 
show you how you can live out its deepest meaning.”11 In doing so, He moves from the fruit of murder to 
the root of murder—an evil heart attitude. Jesus insists that we are all guilty of murder because we’ve 
been angry in word, thought, attitude, or action. In other words, refraining from homicide does not 
impress God. On the contrary, since God looks upon the heart,12 unrighteous anger can render one subject 
to God’s judgment. The terms “court” and “supreme court” refer to God’s heavenly court since no human 
court is competent to try a case of internal anger.13 Jesus goes even further when He states that the 
offender is guilty enough to go to hell. Have you ever been angry with anyone in word, thought, or 
attitude? Jesus says, “You deserve to go to hell!”14 Fortunately, Christ’s death has made salvation 
available to those who believe. If Jesus hadn’t paid for your sin with His death, you would spend eternity 
in hell, not just for murder but even for speaking insults. Thus, nurture and esteem your relationships. 



Let’s break down these insults quickly. The phrase translated “good-for-nothing” is the Aramaic term 
raca.15 Take a moment and pronounce this word. It sounds wicked, doesn’t it? It also sounds like you’re 
about ready to hock a logy in someone’s face. YUCK! In Jesus’ day, raca was an Aramaic insult that 
meant something like “You worthless son of a motherless goat.” (This is not a literal translation!) The 
word means, “You brainless blockhead,” “you empty–headed fool,” “you idiot,” “you imbecile.” I think 
you get the idea. You used the colorful description raca when you were angry and wanted to attack a 
person’s self–worth and dignity. The same is true of “You fool!” The word behind “fool” is the Greek 
noun moros, from which we get “moron.” In Jesus’ day, moros was used to describe a person’s mental 
abilities; however, it was also used to describe a person’s moral character. If you referred to someone as 
moros you were calling that person “a stupid liar,” “a stupid cheater,” or “a stupid infidel.” It was an 
insult on someone’s morals as well as their character. Although raca and moros seem to be synonymous, 
raca seems to express contempt for a man’s head (his intellect), while moros expresses contempt for his 
heart (his character).16 
 
The problem of name–calling was far more serious in Jesus’ society than ours. Theirs was an honor–and–
shame society. Most people had little to trade with except their honor, and to belittle other persons 
publicly was a serious matter. If a person were to lose his or her good reputation, it was about the same as 
dying. Jesus seems to say that when you treat persons as nothing by calling them names, you have in 
effect, already murdered them. Character assassination is just another type of murder.17 
 
It’s interesting that Jesus includes the phrase “with his brother”—“But I say to you that everyone who is 
angry with his brother…” Isn’t it true that our anger tends to flare up most often against those we know 
the best and love the most? 18 It’s hard to get angry and stay angry at people we don’t know. But let a 
friend or a relative do something we don’t like, and suddenly we blow our top.19 We tend to have little 
patience with our loved ones. Yet, Jesus’ primary concern is our relationships with those who are our 
brothers and sisters in Christ. He cares about how we treat our spouse, children, siblings, and fellow 
believers. In Col 3:19 Paul writes, “Husbands, love your wives and do not be embittered against them.” 
Although this verse is directed to husbands, it is applicable to wives as well. We need to stop our guilt 
trips, fault-finding, name-calling, yelling, sarcasm, and blaming. Speaking once again to husbands, Peter 
says that if we don’t treat our spouse with love and respect, our prayers will be hindered (1 Pet 3:7). In 
Eph 6:4 Paul writes, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline 
and instruction of the Lord” (cf. Col 3:21). As parents, we need to make sure that we show our children 
God’s love and compassion. In 1 Tim 2:8 Paul states, “Therefore I want the men in every place to pray, 
lifting up holy hands, without wrath and dissension.” The qualification for me to pray is to forsake 
ungodly anger. If we are angry, our fellowship with God is adversely affected, which means we lack 
power. The next time you become angry at your spouse, children, or fellow believer, think long and hard 
before cursing them. Don’t be lulled into thinking that it’s no big deal if you shout at your spouse or kids. 
It is a big deal.  
 
So does this mean that every expression of anger is sin? No! Jesus and Paul both called people “fools.”20 
But this was not flippant name–calling. Jesus and Paul labeled people “fools” because they were blindly 
allowing their religious practices to distort their lives with God. They were simply making statements of 
fact. Moreover, Jesus did get angry in the Gospels. He was angry when He cleared the temple (John 2:13–
22). He was angry with those who assailed Him for healing on the Sabbath (Mark 3:5). Yet, His anger 
was not a personal attack. When Jesus was angry, it was because of injustice and sin. Jesus exercised 
righteous anger.21 Like Jesus, we should exercise a righteous anger (Eph 4:26). We should be angry with 
abortionists, drug peddlers, pornographers, racists, and vicious world dictators. When others pervert and 
destroy God’s purposes, we should have a sense of righteous indignation. Unfortunately, most Christians 
don’t struggle with righteous anger; we tend to struggle with unrighteous anger.  
 
So how can you get a grip on your anger? Consider the following suggestions.  



• Admit to yourself and God that you have an anger problem. Don’t make excuses for yourself. 
Don’t pawn your sin off on your family of origin. Just own it. After you have confessed your sin, 
ask God to change you from the inside out. Be patient with God’s work in your life. Typically, 
change is not overnight. It may take years to sense God’s victory. Anger may remain your 
besetting sin until you meet Jesus face to face.22 But this just means you need to pray for self-
control and plenty of grace from God and others. One of the verses I pray regularly is Jas 1:19: 
“But everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger for the anger of man does 
not achieve the righteousness of God.” Perhaps you could write this verse out on a 3x5 card and 
put it on the steering wheel of your car or your bathroom mirror. I would suggest memorizing this 
verse and then meditating on it throughout your day.  

 
• Recognize the consequences of angry outbursts. As implied above, there are some words we are 

not free to utter. “I want a divorce.” “You’re fat.” “You’re ugly.” “You’re stupid.” “I hate you.” 
When words like these escape your grill, the consequences are severe. We’ve been told, “Stick 
and stones can break our bones, but words can never hurt us.” That’s a lie! Whoever came up 
with that line should receive a tongue-lashing! (Just kidding.) We must daily rehearse the 
relational damage of angry words. Words are hard to forget. Perhaps you still remember angry 
words that were spoken to you many years ago? I do. Hold off on sending critical e–mails. If you 
have something good to say, you should put it in writing. But if you have something bad to say, 
you should tell the person to his or her face. Deal with issues of anger privately. Christians often 
assume that they need someone to talk to about their anger directed toward another person. This 
is just an excuse for gossip and slander. It is even justified under the spiritual guise of prayer. 
There are consequences for angry words. We must also recognize that we will one day stand 
before Christ and have to offer an explanation for all of the words we’ve spoken. Later in 
Matthew’s gospel, Jesus goes so far as to say that we will have to give an account for every 
careless word we speak (Matt 12:36). 

 
In Ps 52:2, David states that our tongues devise destruction and can be likened to a sharp razor. 
(Display a razor.) When a razor is too sharp it can cut you. I have sensitive skin so I always use 
an electric razor. However, I use a blade to shave my neck. Yet, I nearly always nick myself. 
When my kids were younger, they would always try to get to my razor. When my oldest son, 
Joshua, was a little boy, he even cut himself “shaving” like Daddy. Likewise, our words can 
“slice and dice” people. Therefore, we must always be cautious and sensitive to others. Nurture 
and esteem your relationships.  

 
• Prepare to have your buttons pushed. Those who know you best and love you most know what 

to say to get under your skin. Expect that you’re going to get ticked. When you’re feeling like 
you’re about to explode, be conscious of your facial expressions. Often our facial expressions 
alone can get us into a fight. Remember the expression, “Looks that kill?” Need I say more? 
Another provoker of anger is our tone of voice. It’s been said that 90% of the friction of daily life 
is caused by the wrong tone of voice. Prov 15:1 says, “A soft answer turns away wrath.” Watch 
how you speak. Also watch your gestures. When you get really angry, stick your hands in your 
pockets.23 This will keep you from clenching your fists, waving your hands in someone’s face, 
pushing someone, or God forbid, striking another person. Put your hands in your pockets and just 
try to do some damage. You really can’t hurt anyone and you look foolish in the process. If you 
feel like you’re out of control and all this is going to fail, flee the scene. Take a walk and get 
some exercise.  

 
[Jesus says, “We must recognize the danger of unrighteous anger.” Why is this so important? Because 
Jesus says that unrighteous anger is on par with murder. You are not only to reign in your own anger, but 
you must also...] 



2. Reconcile with those who are angry with you (5:23–26). Jesus gives two illustrations exposing the 
seriousness of anger, the first in a worship context (5:23–24), and the second in a legal setting (5:25–26). 
In these verses, Jesus changes from “everyone” to “you”24 to ensure that every disciple applies what He 
says directly to himself or herself. In His first illustration, Jesus says reconciliation takes precedence over 
worship.25 “Therefore26 if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that 
your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be 
reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering.” Please notice the word “first.” 
Jesus is speaking about the priority of reconciliation. Reconciliation is important enough to interrupt 
worship. Harmonious relationships with people must be in place before any true worship can take place. 
The expression “presenting your offering at the altar” assumes a sacrifice being given in the temple at 
Jerusalem.27 This saying, presumably uttered in Galilee, envisions a worshiper that has traveled some 
eighty miles to Jerusalem with his offering. Most likely, the offering is a sacrificial animal. The thought is 
that the person leaves the animal on the altar and then makes the week-long journey back to Galilee to 
reconcile with his brother or sister. The improbability of this scenario emphasizes Jesus’ point that we 
must deal with strained relations.28 Nurture and esteem your relationships. 
 
Notice that Jesus makes an important distinction in this verse. He says if “your brother [or sister] has 
something against you.” The phrase “something against you” probably implies a “just claim.”29 In other 
words, the “beef” with you is legit! Jesus didn’t say “if you have something against your brother [or 
sister].” Why? Because if you have something against your brother or sister you need to just let it go. If 
someone has done something to offend you, forgive them. Settle the issue before God. If there is 
something about that person that causes you not to like him or her, overlook it. Prov 19:11 says, “A man’s 
discretion makes him slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook a transgression.” Now, of course, if 
another believer has done something seriously sinful that caused harm to you or others, Matt 18:15–17 
tells us how to approach the person. In this context, however, Jesus says that some believers should NOT 
attend church until they have pursued reconciliation. Yet, every week people sing songs, listen to 
sermons, take communion, give offerings, and even pray while they are harboring anger in their heart. 
Worship depends upon a congregation of worshipers who seek to be reconciled with each other and their 
neighbors.30 Peaceful, harmonious relationships, particularly within the church.  
 
The second illustration stresses the importance of making things right quickly. Jesus urges us to have a 
sense of urgency when it comes to reconciling with an opponent, most likely someone outside of the 
church.31 In 5:25–26 Jesus says, “Make friends quickly  with your opponent at law while you are with 
him on the way, so that your opponent may not hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the 
officer, and you be thrown into prison. Truly I say to you, you will not32 come out of there until you 
have paid up the last cent.”33 This illustration assumes that you owe your accuser a debt of some kind, 
and to collect on it he is taking you to small claims court. Jesus is saying: Don’t wait until you get to court 
to work out some kind of deal; settle out of court. Beware of Judge Judy! Because if the court has to 
decide the matter, you will be thrown into debtor’s prison and won’t get out until every last cent34 is paid. 
Remaining imprisoned until a debt is repaid down to the last penny elicits a sense of impossibility (cf. 
Matt 18:34), since the debtor had no chance to work to create funds. So if you have offended someone, 
it’s your responsibility to quickly do what you can to make it right. That means you approach that person 
and say, “I was rude to you, and I was wrong, and I am sorry. I took advantage of your kindness, and I am 
sorry. I borrowed money and didn’t pay it back, but here’s a small payment and I’ll pay the rest when I 
can. I made a promise to you that I didn’t keep, and I was wrong, please forgive me.” If there are people 
out there whom you have sinned against, it is your job to reconcile.  
 
It is interesting that Jesus stated a practical reason to reconcile with one’s enemies—to avoid being 
thrown into prison. In other words, don’t wait until it’s too late—till tomorrow, till next year, or till 
kingdom come—to make peace with others.35 This will hurt you and will hurt the one that is angry with 
you. A root of bitterness can creep in and overtake you or your opponent (Heb 12:15).  



In both of these illustrations, it is worth noting that Jesus seems to expect conflict. The point is not so 
much to eliminate conflict, but to resolve it. Jesus doesn’t say, “If you’re being sued, shame on you.” Or 
“If your brother has something against you, shame on you.” Conflicts are inevitable. The focus is on 
resolution. Nurture and esteem your relationships. 
 
Perhaps you’re thinking, “I have tried to reconcile, but my opponent is unwilling.” If you have done 
everything in your supernatural power to reconcile, you have honored God. Rom 12:18 says, “If possible, 
so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.” The willingness to reconcile must be shared by the 
other party. Don’t beat yourself up over this. But make sure that you have made right what you need to, 
and that your anger and insult and self–righteousness about it have been replaced by humility and a 
willingness to reconcile. Sometimes we have hurt someone deeply and it is fully our fault, but when we 
go to humble ourselves and seek forgiveness we are snubbed. We may be snubbed, but we must still go 
and seek reconciliation.  
 
Again, I must ask you: Have you done what you can to be at peace with your antagonists, your in–laws, 
your ex, your parents, your children, your spouse, your coworker, your friend, your neighbor? If you were 
going to die soon and had only one phone call you could make, who would you call and what would you 
say? And why are you waiting? God calls you to nurture and esteem your relationships. 
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Scripture References 
Matthew 5:21–26 
Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17 
James 3:1–12 
Hebrews 12:14–15 
Romans 12:17–18 
Proverbs 25:8–10 
Luke 12:57–59 
 
Study Questions 
1. How can someone tell when I am angry (5:20–21)? When was the last time I was really angry? What made me 

so angry? How did I respond inappropriately? If I could have this situation over again, what would I do 
differently? Read Proverbs 14:29; 29:22; Galatians 5:20; Colossians 3:8; and James 1:19.  

 
2. Have I made excuses for my unrighteous anger? If so, what justifications have I used? Today, will I 

acknowledge MY unrighteous anger as sin? Will I confess my murderous words and actions to those that I have 
sinned against? Meditate daily on Psalms 66:18 and 139:23–24.  

 
3. Why does reconciliation with a fellow believer take precedence over worshiping God (5:23–24)? Am I willing 

to postpone worship in order to make things right with a brother or sister? When have I taken the first step 
toward reconciliation with a believer I have offended? How did the person I sinned against respond? After 
taking this step of obedience, how did I feel about my fellowship with God?  

 
4. Is there a relationship with an unbeliever that I feel imprisoned by (5:26)? What can I do to avoid the 

consequences that God will bring for refusing to quickly make things right with the person that I have sinned 
against? Read Ephesians 4:26. How can I make sure that the sun does not go down on my anger? How will I 
seek to practically fulfill this principle?  

 
5. In those situations where I know someone is angry with me, have I done what I can to be at peace? Read 

Romans 12:18. Have I done my part to be at peace with my antagonists, my in–laws, my ex, my parents, my 
children, my spouse, my coworker, my friend, my neighbor? If not, what will I do to pursue reconciliation with 
these individuals?  
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