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James 1:19-27; Matthew 5:21-6

Intr oduction: MotherÕs Day is an important day for us to remember that GodÕs 
command to honor our mothers is fundamental to our faith.  We are to be grateful 
people, grateful to God and to our mothers for the gift of life.  Just as we are called 
to love and honor mothers, so too are we called to honor others, to not let anger get 
in the way of any of our relationships. 

Anger Leads to Sin

Jesus tells us, ÒYou have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ÒDo 
not murder,Ó 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.Ó  Jesus is 
repeating what the religious scribes taught (thus, the saying, You have heard that it 
was said instead of a phrase, such as it  is written).  Jesus is providing here a 
searching teaching of the Law.  

 At that time, as in our own time, religious scholars debated the limits and defini-
tion of murder.  What does murder mean?  When is it really murder?  The obvious 
problem with such a debate is that the force of GodÕs Word ends up diluted (Exo-
dus 2:13 simply says, You shall not murder).  Jesus states that not only are we to 
not murder, we are also to not let anger gain a foothold in our souls.  Jesus gives 
equal weights to thoughts, desires and actions. As John says in 1 John 3:15, ÒAny-
one who hates his brother or sister is a murderer, and you know that no murderer 
has eternal life in them.Ó  For Jesus, murder and sin is a natural result and outflow 
of anger

 Some of the ancient texts add the phrase, without a cause, but this dilutes the mes-
sage, which is that anger is dangerous. John Stott does however make a distinction 
between righteous anger and selfish anger.  Martin Luther once said, righteous an-
ger is Òan anger of love, one that wishes no one any evil, one that is friendly to the 
person but hostile to the sin.Ó  The verb here for anger is orgizesthai, which is an 
anger that is settled, rooted, long lasting, nursed, smoldering, festering and brooded 
over.  This is in contrast to the other word for anger, thomos, which is like a flame 
that comes from dried straw that quickly flames up and then quickly dies.  Jesus 
here is condemning all selfish anger, and this is consistent with the Biblical mes-
sage that anger is forbidden.  This teaching echoes that of even the ancient pagans, 
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such as Cicero, who said, Òwhen anger enters the scene, nothing can be done 
rightly and nothing sensibly.Ó  Also, Seneca, called anger Òa brief insanity.Ó  Jesus 
forbids us to indulge in anger, anger that broods, that does not forget, that lingers, 
that eats away at our souls.  To obey Jesus, we must rid our hearts of anger. Anger 
involving pride, vanity, hatred, malice and revenge must be purged and eliminated 
for it  leads to sin. 

Guard Your Words and Thoughts

As believers, we must be extremely careful with what we say and think, as 
well as with what we do.  Jesus tells us, ÒBut 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.Ó  This term raca is almost untranslatable and de-
scribes a tone of voice and an expression of contempt.  It is the sound you make in 
your throat before you spit in someoneÕs face.  This term would be like calling 
someone stupid, or critiquing their intelligence.  Jesus is saying the sin of contempt 
is even worse than anger, for contempt causes us to look down on others.  

 The term fool, or moros, means that a person is a moral fool, or moron.  In Psalm 
14:1, David says, Òthe fool says in His heart, there is no God.Ó  Such an insult 
shows disdain for someoneÕs moral character, or branding them as immoral.  Jesus 
says that if  we indulge in destroying the good name or character of someone, we 
will  face a harsh judgment.  The Greek word for hell is gehenna, a name that de-
rived from the Valley of Hinnom where the pagan god Molech was once wor-
shipped, which was later condemned by Josiah.  The site became a place where the 
refuse of Jerusalem was kept and taken, functioning as a public incinerator, a place 
that was always smoldering, that literally became a synonym for hell.

 Jesus is trying to get our attention here.  It is never okay to speak or to think 
poorly of someone, to attack their intelligence or character.  Anger that leads to 
contempt and insults is much more serious than we comprehend or believe.  Our 
insensitivity to such behavior shows our own spiritual dullness.  Jesus says we are 
guilty of murder, of destroying and harming oneÕs soul or well being when we ex-
press contempt or insults for others. As James says in 1:19, 26 ÒMy dear brothers, 
take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to be-
come angry, for our anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. 
 If  anyone considers themselves religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on their 
tongue, they deceive themselves and their religion is worthless.Ó  We must be very 
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careful then to not cultivate anger and we must be very careful of what we say and 
think.  

Take Care of It Now

Jesus encourages us to take care of matters quickly before we worship God, 
and before they get worse. Israel made sacrifices to restore a right relationship with 
God.  Sacrifices, however did not absolve them of intentional sin and had to in-
clude confession and repentance. The Day of Atonement sacrifices were only ef-
fective when they were already reconciled to their neighbors. Jesus is saying that 
we cannot worship God if  we have wronged others.  We must deal with anger im-
mediately so that it does not fester, linger or increase.  Someone has to have grace 
and to admit fault if  there is to be reconciliation, and Christians are to be quick to 
confess, admit fault and forgive.  We must make and put things right now while we 
still have time, before we see the Lord face to face.  Animosity is a ticking time 
bomb, and we can only defuse it with grace and mercy.  We are to model the loving 
grace of God, by seeking reconciliation with others.  

If  we are willing to follow  Jesus, we will  experience the blessing of healthy 
and right relationships with God and with others.  We will  build bridges instead of 
walls that keep us distanced from others.  We have to be honest and admit that each 
of us has sinned in this area, each of us have allowed anger and judgment to fester 
and smolder.  Each of us is guilty.  Each of us needs grace.  If  we are willing to let 
go of anger, we can gain a brother or sister.  As C.S. Lewis says, ÒNext to the 
Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your 
senses.Ó  We also gain a relationship with God that is strong and healthy.  We push 
God away when we are angry, with Him or with others. We also gain a healthy re-
lationship with ourselves, for our anger ends up damaging us more than anyone 
else.  Frederick Buechner says, anger is the most fun of the 7 Deadly Sins.Ó  Anger 
can be seductive, but as we indulge in anger, we all die a slow death in our own 
prison of bitterness.   Someone hurts us once, and we cannot let go, we constantly 
revisit it and allow it to corrode our hearts and souls.  We also need to look at why 
we get angry.  The great modern day theologian Dr. Phil says that anger is the out-
ward manifestation of three things: hurt, fear or frustration.  Whenever we feel the 
temperature of our soul rising rapidly, we need to catch ourselves, discern why we 
are angry, and consciously forgive and extend grace to that person, the grace God 
has already given us.
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