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##

CONFESSION
PERFECTION
RECONCILIATION

##

SUMMARY
It’s hard to admit our mistakes, but can it put us on the right path?

AT A GLANCE
None of us is perfect, and we find it difficult to acknowledge our failures. Jesus encourages complete honesty about sin, which leads to reconciliation with the people around us. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The SAHD Apostle,” February 13, 2011. 

“American culture has popular theories about how to build a perfect life.”
Kate Bowler, a professor of the history of Christianity at Duke University, makes this observation in the preface of her book, “No Cure for Being Human.” She has seen many guides to human progress for sale in airport kiosks, including:
· Books written by spiritual guides who say, “Trust God and the path will reveal itself.”
· Writing journals full of visionary wisdom from industry leaders and management gurus.
· Guidebooks that challenge us to take wild actions, such as crossing oceans and climbing mountains and jumping out of planes. Carpe diem, they say. Seize the day!
· Business manuals that challenge us to eliminate distractions and escape the daily grind. Yes, it’s true, they say. You too can enjoy the four-hour workweek!
· Titles urging you to unleash the power within!
“These are the formulas for a meaningful life,” Bowler writes. “But the truth is somewhere inside of me: there is no formula. We live and we are loved and we are gone.”
She’s right. There is no formula. At least not one that can be found in books, writing journals, guidebooks and business manuals. A perfect life cannot be built by your own efforts, even if you follow a perfect set of guidelines … perfectly.
Jesus knew this, which is why he included so many examples of human imperfection in his Sermon on the Mount: Committing murder, being angry with a brother, insulting a sister, committing adultery, looking at a person with lust, getting a divorce, breaking an oath, and even making an oath. 
But Jesus is not down on us as human beings. Along with Kate Bowler, he knows that there is no cure for being human. He wants us to be honest with ourselves and each other, as we learn how to turn the other cheek, love our enemies, and even pray for the people who persecute us.

Embracing Imperfection
Our progress toward perfection begins with being honest about our imperfections.
Recent research reveals that there is an upside to admitting error. Taly Reich, an associate professor at Yale School of Management, worked with Sam Maglio of the University of Toronto Scarborough on a series of lab studies. Reich knew that people tend to be afraid of making and admitting mistakes. But should they?
In one experiment, reports Yale Alumni Magazine, participants were offered a choice between two headphone brands. Each participant was also shown one of two reviews. The reviews were identical except that in one of them, the reviewer noted dissatisfaction with a previous headphone purchase.
When participants saw the review that did not mention previous dissatisfaction, 79 percent of them followed the reviewer’s recommendation. But when they saw the review describing a previous mistake, the figure rose to 93 percent. Honesty about imperfection made the reviewer more trustworthy!
Three other experiments with different designs and different products — mints, florist services and speaker systems — yielded similar results. It appears that people who are honest about their mistakes are seen as being more credible.
In a surprising way, confession builds trust.
So, why is this? Professor Reich suggests that if reviewers have learned from their mistakes, they are perceived as having better judgment. “Beyond the bottom line,” she says, “we would probably have a better world if we could take the shame out of admitting and learning from our mistakes.” 
Jesus would agree. After offering his warnings about anger and insults, Jesus says, “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” (Matthew 5:23-24).
Confess your sin, admit your mistake, and then give your gift to God.
“Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court,” says Jesus. “Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge” (v. 25). Speak honestly with people and resolve your differences, person to person. Otherwise, you may be thrown into prison, “and you will not get out until you have paid the last penny” (v. 26).
For Jesus, nothing is more important than reconciliation — the resolution of disputes and repair of broken relationships. When you make a mistake, he says, admit it! Confession builds trust and brings people together. This kind of honesty with ourselves and others is the key to avoiding the other problems that Jesus lists: Committing adultery, looking at a person with lust, getting a divorce, breaking an oath, and even making an oath. Be honest and clear, says Jesus at the end of this passage: “Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one” (v. 37).

A Path to Reconciliation
Jesus knows better than anyone else about what it takes to build a perfect life: Honesty about sin, which leads to reconciliation with the people around us. As hard as it is to admit our failures, the truth is that confession builds trust.
Think of the story in Genesis in which Jacob had an all-night wrestling match with God, before he met up with his brother Esau. He was no doubt struggling with his guilt over his cheating of Esau, so after his night of anguish he approached his brother with humility and vulnerability. The result was that Esau showed grace to Jacob, and the two were reconciled. The best human connections are made at the point of vulnerability, not strength.
This is true not only in the ancient world, but today. Reconciliation Parish in Berlin, Germany, is a congregation that was divided by the Berlin Wall, and was then reunited when the wall came down. But the removal of that enormous physical barrier did not heal the wounds and divisions that afflicted the community. To work on reconciliation, the parish hosted conversations between former members of the East German Secret Police and their victims, and pastor Manfred Fischer found that “victims are keen to forgive, and willing.” But first there needs to be an honest and open word, such as “I am sorry. I acted in a wrong way.” 
Fischer knows that admitting sin is very difficult for those who did wrong. He saw this same problem with the World War II generation that did not want to discuss their history under Hitler. But there can be no reconciliation — with God or with other people — without an honest and open word. Overcoming alienation and establishing new and peaceful relationships is best done through conversation, confession and forgiveness in a safe and hospitable Christian community — one that is grounded in the reconciling work of God. 
Reconciliation always begins with God. In his Second Letter to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul says that God “reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation” (5:18). God reconciled us to himself through the life and death of Jesus Christ, and then Jesus challenged us to do the work of reconciliation in our own relationships. “First go and be reconciled to your brother,” he says in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:24). “Settle matters quickly with your adversary” (v. 25). 
In a sermon for the Duke Divinity School Center for Reconciliation, New Testament scholar Richard Hays says that the interesting thing about the word “reconciliation” in ordinary Greek usage is that it is not typically a religious term. “Rather, it is a word drawn from the sphere of politics; it refers to dispute resolution. So, one could speak of the diplomatic reconciliation of warring nations or, in the sphere of personal relationships, the reconciliation of an estranged husband and wife.” 
This work of reconciliation has been started by God in Christ, and Hays says that Christians are now challenged to make it visible in “practices that show unity, love, mercy, forgiveness, and a self-giving grace that the world could not even dream of apart from Christ.” This is a message that the highly polarized and fractured Christian community in Corinth needed to hear, that former enemies in Germany need to hear, and that we need to hear today.
Each of us is an imperfect person, but we can move toward a perfect life by speaking honestly about our mistakes, confessing our sins, and working on repairing our broken relationships. Yes, we can trust God and the path of reconciliation will reveal itself. Yes, we can seize the day, carpe diem — seize the opportunity to speak an honest word and say we are sorry. Yes, we can unleash the power within — the power we have been given by God to turn the other cheek, love our enemies, and pray for those who persecute us.
There is no easy path to mastering everything that Jesus asks of us, especially in the Sermon on the Mount. But we move closer to Jesus and his way when we speak with honesty about our sins and our shortcomings, and when we take steps to repair relationships with the people around us. 
None of us is perfect. Far from it. But we should admit our failures, because confession builds trust and leads to reconciliation.
—Henry Brinton, Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
Deuteronomy 30:15-20 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
It’s Not Complicated. Relationships, business endeavors, one’s professional life, parenting, caregiving, personal health and fitness — all these things can be complicated. What we have in our text is not. It’s not like God is giving us a supermarket of choices. Instead, God sits us down and lays it out very simply. Here are your choices, God says: “Life or death.” Which one do you choose? 
The Life Choice: That’s loving the Lord, walking in the ways of the Lord and keeping the commandments of the Lord (v. 16). The Life Choice benefit? Well, that’s long life, living in the land, prosperity and blessing.
The Death Choice: The Death Choice is disrespecting God, disobedience and drawing yourself to false idols and worship (v. 17). The Death Choice downside? Glad you asked. That’s certain destruction, losing your land and a short life. The Death Choice upside? There is no upside. Any questions? It’s not complicated.
What Does the Text Say?
Deuteronomy has remained such a vital part of Judeo-Christian faith that biblical scholars have sometimes referred to it as “the Gospel of the Old Testament.” It’s a moving covenant document that reminded Judah of her special relationship with God. After decades of drifting morality, Judah joyously embraced the heart of the Deuteronomic message — God had offered a way to fulfilled living. All the Judaeans had to do was walk according to that prescribed path. 
In Deuteronomy 30:15, the voice of Moses succinctly distills the alternatives that the wandering Israelites faced as they moved to the brink of the promised land: “life and prosperity” or “death and adversity.” The choice is theirs. Moses makes clear what is required for their choice to be life. They are to love God, walk in God’s ways and observe God’s commandments. Moses’ command is a call to action. 
Verses 17 and 18 describe the consequences that await Israel (or Judah under Josiah, or ourselves today) should they choose disobedience. The sin singled out by Moses’ words is one of humanity’s all-time favorites: idolatry. The result of bowing down to other gods — be they the ancient fertility ba’als, or the more modern idols of material goods, security through isolation or technological gadgetry — is extinction. 
Looking toward the promised land that he will never enter, Moses now implores his people to act as God would have them. “Choose life,” he thunders. They not only determine their own fate according to their faithfulness, but the lives of future generations depend on their decisions. Their faithfulness is absolutely a matter of life and death — a life lived in the midst of God’s promises, or a death through gradual cultural decay and extinction.

Psalm 119:1-8 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Setting the Bar. Think about the high jump in track-and-field meets. If you’re hoping to go to the Olympics to compete in the high jump, you’re going to have to set the bar at least 7 feet, 6 inches, to even have a chance. But if you’re in middle school, high school or college, the bar will be set much lower. Any number of factors may influence how high the bar is set. In this text, the bar is set fairly high. Happy people, the psalmist writes, are those “whose way is blameless” (v. 1). They are also people who “do nothing wrong” (v. 3, NIV). Nothing? Not anything wrong? Totally blame-free? Not just a little blame? Of course, a “do-nothing-wrong-and-blame-free” life does not happen without a lot of training. The writer says that with respect to the law of God, he keeps it, seeks it, walks it, obeys it, considers it and learns it. So, before we complain about the bar being set too high, we might first ask whether we’re doing any of the training that might make it possible for us to set the bar as high as the psalmist does.
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 119, the longest psalm (and de facto chapter) in the Bible, from which today’s reading is taken, is an extended meditation on “the law of the Lord” (v. 1b). It is an alphabetic acrostic of 22, eight-line stanzas, each beginning with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet in sequence. Although something of a literary tour de force, the psalm lacks a clear, logical sequence of ideas, making it, like most other alphabetic acrostic psalms, less than satisfactory in spots. Although unique in its scale, Psalm 119 shares the acrostic form (in various permutations) with Psalms 9-10 (one psalm in the Septuagint), 25, 34, 37, 111, 112 and 145. “Law of the Lord” (v. 1) is one of the seven similar expressions for God’s word, or Torah law, found in this section of the psalm and throughout Psalm 119. Almost every line of this psalm contains a synonym for the law of the Lord, adding to the sometimes awkward and contrived feel of the composition. These first eight verses focus on the happiness that comes to those who keep the laws of God, as well as the different ways the writer intends to observe the laws of God.

1 Corinthians 3:1-9 
Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Grow Up! When adults observe little children playing, they are usually amused and take delight in how cute the little ones are. There might be some “oohs” and “aahs” as the toddlers frolic. They’re so adorable — in the same way a couple of bear cubs or kittens are adorable. But when the kids are older and start to fight because they haven’t learned to share, then they are not so cute. We expect kids to mature in a developmentally appropriate manner. When they don’t, we’re alarmed. In serious cases, we might have our child tested, and an IEP may be indicated. The apostle Paul has absolutely no illusions as to the spiritual development of these Christians in the Corinthian church. They are waaaaay behind. They’re still at the breast when they should be well on their way to acting like spiritual grownups. There are a number of things that give them away, but in this text, it is the quarrelling and jealousy. Then there’s this silly penchant for aligning themselves with certain teachers, who all would have the same reaction as Paul. Grow up! A sermon could be framed around comedian Jeff Foxworthy’s riff on rednecks: “If you [fill in the blank], you might be a bit immature.” Or, “If you [fill in the blank], you might be a grownup.” In any case, the challenge is to help the congregation spot signs of spiritual baby behavior. And if you hesitate to be frank because you fear some parishioners might be offended, well, looks like you have your answer. They’re babies.
What Does the Text Say?
While there seem to be many causes of the Corinthian factions that Paul is decrying throughout the epistle, verses 1-9 offer at least one explanation: the Corinthians are spiritually immature. In verse 1, Paul paints the picture of a stark contrast between people who are spiritual and people who are “of the flesh.” In verse 2, Paul explicates just how the Corinthians are acting infantile. They are still only able to digest milk, not solid food. This reference to drinking milk may be intended to evoke the image of a mother nursing her children. In this case, the relationship is a familial one. Thus, there is an irony to Paul’s choice of metaphor here. The Corinthians are acting like babies (who are, by definition, a part of a family), but they are not acting like a family. The proof of the Corinthians’ immaturity is provided in verse 3. The fact that the Corinthians are so divided among themselves is evidence that they might not be as wise as they think they are (v. 18). The presence of jealousy and quarreling among them is an indication of their fleshly and limited perspective. In this way, the Corinthians have shown themselves to be indistinguishable from the world around them. Thus, another irony is evident. Where the Corinthians apparently suffer from divisions within their own congregation, they are apparently simultaneously perfectly united to the non-Christian segments of the population of Corinth. 

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Americans love to say that they have “no regrets.” From the trivial to the traumatic, it seems impossible to acknowledge that sometimes you wish you could just go back. The affair? No regrets. Giving up that career? Never let that bother me. Celebrities who are interviewed after an explosive scandal squirm their way through questions until they can deliver the final line: “But it made me who I am today.” We are the sum of our experiences, the story goes, and require no retrospection. The road behind us could never have led anywhere but here.
—Kate Bowler, No Cure for Being Human (And Other Truths I Need to Hear) (New York: Random House, 2021), 146.

##

At Saddleback Church in California, a series of “bridge events” called Civil Forums are offered to reach the larger community and enable members to invite friends who might not otherwise come to church. On September 25, 2009, a Civil Forum on Reconciliation featured Paul Kagame, president of the Republic of Rwanda, and Yale theologian Miroslav Volf. They talked about the transformational power of reconciliation and how it reunited the people of Rwanda after its 1994 genocide. President Kagame said that he believes that the role of the government is to embrace everyone and “bring them together,” while the role of the church in Rwanda’s reconciliation process is to be a voice to point out when the government is wrong. He admitted, however, that during the genocide, the church and government “were almost one and the same,” so the church could not distance itself from the action of the government. Volf, who lived through the Bosnian conflict and said that there was “always a deep rage” within him because of the injustice being done, said loving one’s enemies is the truly Christian response in such a situation. “To forgive is an act of power. When I forgive, I’m in charge,” Volf said. “I’m releasing you from the wrong.” 
—Henry G. Brinton, The Welcoming Congregation: Roots and Fruits of Christian Hospitality (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012). 78. 

##

How do you forgive someone who isn’t all that sorry, or who you can’t actually engage with?
	To answer this question, Vox spoke to two experts: Robert Enright, a professor of education psychology at the University of Wisconsin Madison and a leader in the scientific study of forgiveness, and Laura Davis, the author of several books about estrangement and reconciliation. … Enright and Davis say that forgiving someone who is unrepentant is absolutely possible. …
	In some ways, it’s easier to define forgiveness by what it isn’t. “Forgiveness is not excusing what the other did; that behavior was wrong, is wrong, and will always be wrong,” Enright says.
	Both Enright and Davis say that forgiveness exists separately from reconciliation, and also from accountability — which is why forgiving someone doesn’t require an apology or even their participation. “Reconciliation is a negotiation strategy between two or more people trying to make their way back together to mutual trust,” explains Enright, whereas forgiveness is a one-way endeavor. Put another way: Forgiveness might be a step on the path to reconciliation, but you don’t have to traverse the full route if you’d prefer not to.
—Rachel Wilkerson Miller, “How to forgive someone who isn’t sorry,” Vox.com, March 25, 2022.
https://www.vox.com/22967752/how-to-forgive-someone-who-isnt-sorry-wont-apologize.
Retrieved September 7, 2022.

##

When New York’s public library systems announced last October that they would be eliminating all late fines, the goal was to get books and people back to the more than 200 branches, as well as research centers, across the city after a year and a half of limited hours and access.
	The goal was achieved: A wave of returned overdue materials came crashing in, accompanied by a healthy increase (between 9 and 15 percent, depending on the borough) of returning visitors.
	Since last fall, more than 21,000 overdue or lost items have been returned in Manhattan, Staten Island and the Bronx, some so old that they were no longer in the library’s systems. …
	Billy Parrott, who runs the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library in Midtown, the city’s largest circulating branch, said that most overdue items are returned by mail or book drop, rather than in person. This makes sense: Late books can be a source of shame. But librarians insist they aren’t judging.
	“We just care about the books,” said Mr. Parrott. …
	For some city residents, the fines had been particularly discouraging. Dominique Gomillion said she stopped going to her library in Jamaica, Queens, after books she had taken out for her 8-year-old daughter, Ariel, left her with more than $50 in late fees — a substantial sum for her as a single parent. …
	A few months ago, Ms. Gomillion tried another library, the South Hollis branch, to see if she could clear her name.
	“I was already ready to put the books back,” she said. “And then Reggie came, the librarian, and he was like, ‘I got something better for you.’ And then he was like, ‘There are no late fees anymore.’”
—Gina Cherelus, “The Library Ends Late Fees, and the Treasures Roll In,” The New York Times, March 31, 2022.
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/31/nyregion/nyc-library-fines-books-returned.html.
Retrieved September 7, 2022.

##

	The relief of being accepted by God as a sinner can never be known by [those] who never thought [themselves] unaccepted or sinful. And yet today one is always hearing of “good Christians.” There were no good Christians in the first church, only sinners. Peter never let himself or his hearers forget his betrayal in the hour of the cockcrow. James, stung by the memory of his years of stubborn resistance, warned the church members: “Confess your faults to one another.” Today the last place where one can be candid about one’s faults is in church. In a bar, yes; in a church, no. I know; I’ve tried both places.
—Jerome Ellison, Report to the Creator (Harper, 1955).

##

	John Newton, the 18th-century Anglican cleric and abolitionist, had a Saturday at 6 p.m. exercise to help him get ready for Sunday. I want to do something like it myself.
	It had three parts. The first part was to make two lists — all the mercies, blessings and good things to be thankful for that had happened to him that week. And second, a list of sins — of omission and commission — he had committed against others and God.
	The second part was to reflect on the discrepancy between God’s goodness to him and his behavior. This helped him get a refreshed joy in God’s free, undeserved grace. Of course this depended on his grasp of the gospel that we are saved by Jesus’ works, not ours. Without that, this discrepancy would drive you into the ground.
	The third part was a rededication of life, a refreshing and deepening of our commitment to God and God’s promises.
—Tim Keller, quoted by Tish Harrison Warren, “10 New Year’s Resolutions That Are Good for the Soul,” The New York Times, January 2, 2022.

##

Pope Francis penned a letter to married couples that was released Sunday, a Catholic feast day commemorating Jesus’ family. … Francis said he intended the letter to be his “Christmas present to married couples.” …
	He repeated a refrain he has often used when meeting with families and married couples, listing the three most important words in a marriage: “Please, thanks and sorry.”
	Picking up the theme in his remarks to tourists and passers-by in St. Peter’s Square, Francis said a failure to make peace before going to bed at night can lead to a “cold war” the next morning.
	“How many times, unfortunately, conflicts originate within the domestic walls due to prolonged periods of silence and from unchecked selfishness!” he said. “Sometimes it even ends up in physical and moral violence. This lacerates harmony and kills the family.”
	He urged families to put down their cellphones at the dinner table and talk. …
	He urged parents to think not of themselves but others, and to pray “for the gift of peace.”
—Nicole Winfield, “Pope Francis’ key words for a marriage: ‘Please, thanks, sorry,’” Religion News Service, December 27, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 5:21-37
One way to approach this portion of the Sermon on the Mount is to make use of the narrative pattern. Each topic is introduced with, “You have heard that it was said …” (vv. 21, 27, 31, 33; n.b., v. 31 differs slightly), and then is immediately contrasted with Jesus’ teaching, “But I say to you …” (vv. 22, 28, 32, 34). Three of the four antitheses refer directly to one of the Ten Commandments (“You shall not murder,” “You shall not commit adultery,” and “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor” [Exodus 20:13, 14, 16; cf. Deuteronomy 5:17, 18, 20]). The other antithesis addresses the Torah’s provision for issuing a certificate of divorce when a husband “finds something objectionable about her” along with the ensuing prohibition against remarrying his former wife should her next husband die or divorce her (Deuteronomy 24:1-4). In each instance, Jesus expands the application of these ancient laws by identifying the source for these egregious transgressions (i.e., murder, adultery, indiscriminate divorce, false witness).
The first antithesis (vv. 21-26) speaks to the commandment “You shall not murder” and the resultant consequences for anyone guilty of premeditated homicide — “whoever murders shall be liable to judgment” (see Exodus 21:12-14). Without a doubt, murder is a vile act. It is evil and demands justice on behalf of those who have suffered the loss of a loved one.
Murder, however, rarely happens spontaneously. Its roots are found in one of the mortal sins, namely, anger. Even before murder, Jesus asserts, “[I]f you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire,” (v. 22). Left unchecked, this sin progresses from internal anger to reckless action (i.e., “insult” [“say Raca to”], calling someone a “fool”), which is aptly echoed by the succession of penalties (i.e., “judgment,” “council,” “hell of fire” [or “Gehenna,” cf. Matthew 5:29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33]).
Of course, the typical assumption is that if one is angry with another person — angry enough to insult or call him or her a “fool” — the other party is to blame for kindling one’s rage. However, Jesus turns that assumption on its head. Instead of presuming the other person is at fault, it’s possible “that your brother or sister has something against you” (v. 23). Consequently, “When you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift” (vv. 23-24). Admittedly, that “something against you” may not be valid. Perhaps the other party has fabricated an accusation. Even so, Jesus still expects us to seek reconciliation.
But that scenario is unlikely in light of Jesus’ next observation: “Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court with him, or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard and you will be thrown into jail” (v. 25). In this case, the “something against you” is credible. Therefore, Jesus advises his disciples to resolve these sorts of matters and offer whatever restitution is required or be prepared to be thrown in jail (v. 26).
In the same way murder begins with anger, Jesus identifies lust as a principal cause of adultery in the second antithesis (vv. 27-30). Thus, the commandment “You shall not commit adultery” (Exodus 20:14; cf. Deuteronomy 5:18) should not be restricted to explicit sexual acts. In fact, “Everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (v. 28). Jesus later emphasizes this principle with his disciples: “For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person …” (15:19-20a; cf. 12:33-37).
In light of the invasive nature of lust and its insidious consequences (i.e., adultery and other unpredictable costs that tag along), Jesus prescribes drastic surgery. “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for your whole body to be thrown into hell,” he advises (v. 29). Although some believers have interpreted Jesus’ counsel about an offensive “eye” or “hand” literally (e.g., Origen), the problem doesn’t reside with a person’s eyeball or limb, but with the heart. Since murder and adultery are conceived in the heart, this is the “organ” that requires radical treatment — namely, transforming redemption — so true, enduring healing can occur.
The third antithesis (vv. 31-32) steps away from the Ten Commandments and considers the guidelines about issuing a certificate of divorce and the prohibition against remarrying a former wife (see Deuteronomy 24:1-4). The Jewish scholar Hillel viewed “something objectionable” more broadly, while the Jewish scholar Shammai restricted the expression to unchastity. Based on this difference of opinion, a number of interpreters have suggested that Jesus’ comment in verse 32a endorses Shammai’s viewpoint. In other words, only on the grounds of a wife’s unfaithfulness should a husband issue a certificate of divorce (e.g., 1:18-19).
But how can a husband cause his wife to “commit adultery” if he divorces her for some other reason, especially since she would have no legal recourse available to her? In addition, what exactly does Jesus mean by, “Whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (v. 32a)? Does a man commit adultery if he marries a divorced woman irrespective of the reason for her divorce? Or, does he commit adultery only if she’s found guilty of adultery and therefore put away by her former husband?
To be sure, verses 31-32 are difficult to interpret, especially verse 32, and Matthew 19:3-9 offers little, if any, clarification. Still, given the surrounding context, it’s reasonable to assume that Jesus is indicating that the origin of divorce is lust, and the consequences of lust are far-reaching.
Jesus completely alters the landscape in the fourth antithesis with the deletion of an adverb. Instead of repeating the command, “You shall not swear falsely,” he says, “Do not swear at all” (v. 33). Even though taking an oath is common, it reflects a moral defect. For whenever a person swears, he or she is saying in effect, “I may have lied on other occasions, but in this instance, I swear I’m telling the truth.” In addition, since we have no power over “heaven,” “earth,” “Jerusalem” or even the natural color of our hair, an oath attached to these entities is absurd. For that reason, Jesus gives the following rule: “Let your word be ‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’; anything more than this comes from the evil one,” from whom we seek deliverance (v. 37; cf. 6:13).

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 5:21-37
Show the children a winter coat, hat and gloves, and ask them to tell you why it is important to dress properly on a cold winter day. Have them explain what would happen if they neglected to put on their coat or their hat or their gloves. Stress that we have to take care of little things, such as dressing properly, to avoid big problems such as frozen bodies, ears and fingers. Tell them that Jesus knew this, which is why he asked his followers to avoid anger and insults. He knew that these small things could become big problems such as violence toward other people (vv. 21-22). Ask them if they have ever had a disagreement with a brother or a sister or a friend. Say that Jesus encouraged his followers to settle these disagreements before they turn into something big, like a legal case in front of a judge (vv. 23-26). Hold up the gloves and say that putting on gloves may seem like a small thing, but it can avoid big problems on a cold day. Close by saying that the same is true for our relationships with people around us, which is why Jesus says to get rid of our anger and insults and disagreements before they become big trouble for us.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Whoever is in Christ is a new creation.
People: The old has gone; the new has come!
Leader: All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ.
People: We receive God’s ministry of reconciliation and commit to spreading the message.
Leader: As God counts not our sins against us, neither do we count others’ sins against them.
All: We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors as God makes his appeal through us.
—Based on 2 Corinthians 5:16-20

Prayers — General 
God of love and justice, bring into our lives your loving passion for all humankind. 
Help us to look beyond our selfish interests and ambitions so that we may learn of your compassion and mercy. 
Help us to be gentle and kind and concerned for those who go hungry this day. 
Remind us that there are some even nearby who will have no shelter for sleep in the coming night.
Stir deep in our hearts the urgency of becoming peacemakers. 
Remind us that the strong and clear call from Jesus was to live in the world as instruments of peace and reconciliation. 
Help us to speak out against the need for war and lift up the causes of peace; in the name of the Prince of Peace, Jesus Christ. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
Do not be afraid. God goes with you to build bridges of reconciliation, create communities of acceptance, establish villages of compassion. Go in peace, strengthened by God’s blessing.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Lord God, Your Love Has Called Us Here
Forgive Our Sins as We Forgive
Blest Be the Tie That Binds
Worship and Praise* 
Who You Say I Am (Hillsong Worship)
He’s Always Been Faithful (Groves)
That Was Then, This Is Now (Wilson)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Sixth Sunday After Epiphany, Cycle A
Deuteronomy 30:15-20
Psalm 119:1-8
1 Corinthians 3:1-9
Matthew 5:21-37
