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Epiphany 6C Sermon – Matt. 5: 21-37 

 This is now the third Sunday in a row that we have been invited to gather around Jesus to 

listen to his Sermon on the Mount.  Two Sunday's ago, we followed Jesus up the mountain, and 

listened as he opened his mouth and poured out those wonderful Beatitudes upon his 

disciples…..one blessing after another, like the waves of the ocean breaking on the shore.  Last 

Sunday, we heard Jesus tell the disciples that they are the salt of the earth and they are the light 

of the world.             

 This is not a command to become salt and light or even strive to become salt and light.  

"You are the salt of the earth."  "You are the light of the world."  Just as you are, with all your 

talents, skills and gifts as well as your fears, your anxieties and your weaknesses.  And as such, 

we are called to be the people that Jesus Christ has made us when he called us through our 

baptisms to be his disciples.  We are called to be like the waves of salt and light breaking on the 

shore of a world that is full of decay and darkness.        

 But you know what else reminds me of ocean waves breaking on the shore? …..the law 

does.  If we don’t put the law in its rightful place it comes at us like those same ocean 

waves…..one after another….. slowing eroding away at our confidence until we feel stripped of 

all hope as we stand fully accused before the judge.  And as we stand fully accused before the 

judge we know in our hearts that we are guilty…..we know deep down that we deserve the 

punishment that our very soul grimaces to hear.        

 If we see the law this way, then reading scripture such as our gospel from Matthew today 

becomes a very uncomfortable thing to do.  Today we heard about the law concerning anger, 

adultery, divorce and the taking of oaths.  It is easy to hear the rules and regulations of the law 

with all of its demands and expectations.  It is easy to read yourself into the words on the page 
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and measure yourself against their demands.  And once again we are left to fearfully stand 

accused before the great judge.  And once again the waves of the law come crashing into us 

bringing with them the certainty of what the verdict will be…..and so we wait to be thrown into 

prison.             

 Many fire and brimstone type of sermons have been preached on this gospel reading.  

Many a pastor has warned many a congregation that if you don’t do this or that, then you will 

face the fires of hell.  These kinds of sermons seek to scare the congregants into better behaviors 

so they can avoid the prison of the great judge.  Curb your anger so you don’t murder, do not 

commit adultery, do not swear falsely, etc, etc……don’t do these things or else!  And what are 

the congregants left to think and feel after hearing this?  They are driven to shame, despair and 

intense squirming in the pews.  The preaching seems painfully clear and the words of the 

message seem to skewer everyone in one way or another.       

 You may be thinking right now, “but wait”, isn’t this taking the law literally?  Are you 

saying that this whole section of Matthew stands as a literal kind of perfection in law that no 

human can reach?  Yes, that is what I am saying.  Many a person over the course of time has 

seen the law this way and, as a result, they have lived in perpetual fear of not measuring up.  In 

our imperfect humanness, we tend to slip back into seeing the law this way.  We want to turn the 

law into a list of things we can achieve so that we can avoid the darkness of the judges prison.  

But, in the end, the prison cannot be avoided.  We will stand before the judge and hear our guilty 

verdicts read out…..we will feel the despair wash over us as we are lead one by one into the 

prison.             

 Have you ever wondered how someone can participate in extreme activities such as 

running with the bulls?  There is an annual event in Spain where people can actually run with a 
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bunch of scared, angry, very dangerous bulls.  The streets are barricaded so the bulls and the 

people running with them are kept on the streets while the spectators look on in relative safety.  

The idea is to run ahead of them trying to best to avoid these huge, dangerous animals.  There are 

people who have gotten themselves killed or badly injured doing this kind of thing.  And once 

again I find myself asking, “why do they do this?”  The answer is that with the extreme risk of 

death or injury comes an extreme euphoria or high.  The greater the danger, the greater the 

euphoria.  Some people need the extreme risk in order to get any enjoyment out of an activity.  

I’m not sure if any of you here this morning are like this, but there are many others out there who 

are.              

 Personally, I’m not a fan of this kind of thing because God didn’t create bulls for this 

purpose.  They simply weren’t created for humans to antagonize and then for the bulls to 

antagonize and attack humans in return.  And you what…..the law wasn’t created to antagonize 

and attack humans either.  In our gospel reading Jesus gives us examples of how people had been 

twisting the law around to their own benefit.  For example, he says, “you know you shouldn’t 

kill, but you think nothing of your anger.  You insult one another, you demean your brother, you 

belittle your sister, you encourage your anger and hold it against one another, and then you say, 

“I haven’t killed anyone; I’m blameless before the law.”       

 But Jesus says, “but I say to you that if you want to be judged by whether or not you are 

faithful to God’s law, then you will find that insulting, hurting, demeaning, or ignoring your 

neighbor is not far off from killing them, because in killing a person you merely finish the job 

you began with your anger.”  Jesus is saying that the law that was designed to encourage 

truthfulness was being cleverly used to foster deceit.  So Jesus says in effect, “just forget the 

fancy twisting of words…..give your word as yes, yes or no, no.”  Jesus came to fulfill the law.  
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He came as the culmination to the law in its original intent: to establish peace and wholeness 

among God’s people.           

 If the law is seen any other way it accuses, it convicts and it reveals our guilt to the great judge.  

Imagine standing before your creator and having him condemn us…..all of us into prison.  Can you feel 

how wrong this is…...that a God who would create you and I, and all of creation, out of love, condemning 

his beloved children to a dark prison of despair.  Now take that extreme feeling of hopelessness and 

despair and realize that Jesus Christ has fulfilled the law to perfection for us.  Let that extreme sense of 

hopelessness and despair turn into an extreme amount of joy and thankfulness.  The excitement that some 

people get in running with the bulls pales in comparison to the euphoria we get in the freedom given to us 

through Christ.  Because of him…..only because of him…..there will be no prison for us…..there will be 

no guilty verdict for us.            

 And how should we respond to such awesome freedom, grace and love?  We should spend our 

time and energy living out the amazement and the euphoria that we should have over such grace.  Our 

Savior tells us to try our best to keep our word, to love our spouses, to care for our neighbors to control 

our anger.  And as we struggle to do these things, Jesus will continue to love you and forgive you.  My 

brothers and sisters, let the waves of God’s forgiveness and grace crash against you this morning.  To live 

in this euphoria means that we are no longer running in fear from the dangerous, antagonizing 

condemnation of the law.  That race is over and our Savior has won.       

 So the next time you are on the shore watching the waves of the ocean or the lake come crashing 

in…..give thanks to God for his Son…..the one who has given us our freedom.  As each wave comes 

rolling in imagine God’s forgiveness and grace washing against us, setting us free each and every day.  

And then with thankful hearts filled to the brim with euphoria, I pray that you will never again live your 

lives in fear.  Thanks be to God and his amazing grace.  Amen.  
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