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Matthew 5:21-37 

Not What You Want to Hear…But What You Need to Hear 

 

Sometimes someone just has to tell you what you need to hear and it’s not 

always pleasant.  I remember back when I was a freshman at MLC my faculty 

advisor had to do that for me.   

 

Now let me give you a little background.  School was never something that was 

particularly overwhelming for me.  Academics came pretty easy.  So through 

gradeschool and highschool I never really had to put in maximum effort to 

achieve highly when it came to my teachers’ expectations.  

 

So I was off at college in Minnesota.  A freshman.  Studying to become a pastor.  

I was taking Greek and German and Latin and religion courses along with other 

general education courses.  And you know, if you just looked at my grades that 

first semester I think you would have concluded I was doing fine.  I think I had 

like 3.3 grade average.  It’s not like I was on the verge of flunking out or 

anything. 

 

So I wasn’t really prepared for how that first meeting with my faculty advisor 

was about to go.  I walked into his office.  We chatted for a bit.  Then he asked, 

‘how would you say you’re doing in classes?’  After I probably said I thought I 

was doing fine, he said, I don’t think you’re doing fine.  And then he proceeded 

to pretty much dress me down and let me have it.  I wasn’t being faithful.  I 

wasn’t using my gifts.  I wasn’t giving my best.  He believed I could and should 

be doing much better.   

 

And you know what?  He was right.  I did not want to hear what he had to say to 

me that day.  But I did need to hear it.  Even though it can be unpleasant, 

sometimes someone just needs to tell you what you need to hear. 

 

Our Savior, Jesus, does that for us this morning in the words before us from his 

Sermon on the Mount.   

 

As Jesus spoke to his believers, he wanted to make clear what is really 

happening when sinful humans encounter a holy God.  And so over and over in 

our verses he said, you have heard it said followed by an explanation or 

understanding of God’s expectations given by human teachers, all of which give 

the impression: I’m doing just fine.  But Jesus each time followed it up with But 

I tell you. I as God almighty am going to tell you how it really is…I’m going to 

reveal to you what God really expects and how woefully short you have fallen.  

It’s not what we want to hear, but it is what we need to hear. 



 

Here’s the thing.  My sinful nature does not need a whole lot of nourishment to 

feed a sense of smug self-satisfaction and, frankly, an unbelieving world 

provides a buffet.  

 

If it’s not another mass murderer butchering people at the end of a semi-

automatic, then it’s the drug deal gone bad with bullets flying and blood 

spattered.  There I sit before my TV screen or my computer screen rarely having 

harmed a fly. “God, I thank you….” 

 

Or it’s paparazzi trailing the wake of stars arriving on the red-carpet at the 

Academy Awards as the world worships its idols.  Yet left in their wake is often 

not just a tangled mess of media but a tangled mess of life in home and family, 

often many times over.  And there’s my family picture on the wall with my wife 

(only one so far) and children. “God, I thank you….” 

 

Or it’s the sideshow of politics as I hear curses called down from both sides on 

one another as each massages the truth (even in sworn testimony) to please their 

blindly rabid base.  And there I am with no impeachable offenses or secretly 

recorded gaffs on my record.  “God, I thank you.…” 

 

Even life within a Christian congregation can provide additional fodder for 

smug self-satisfaction as we look at the often-messy lives of those around us.  

We see plenty of evidence of spiritual immaturity.  Vows made before God’s 

altar are often quickly broken while I continue faithfully before that same altar. 

“God, I thank you …” 

 

It doesn’t take much.  It doesn’t take much nourishment for smug, self-

satisfaction to arise in my heart and finish that prayer as the Pharisee in Jesus’ 

famous parable did.  “God, I thank you that I’m not like those other sinners!”  It 

doesn’t take much and the world offers me plenty.   

 

And that’s why Jesus said what he said in his most famous sermon.  Words we 

don’t want to hear, but need to.  Words that lead us to finish that prayer, “God I 

thank you that your dear Son eviscerates my smug self-righteousness!”  

 

Pay attention to these words from the gospel.  Pay attention and things get a bit 

uncomfortable.  Jesus lays before me what it means to live out what he declared 

me to be last week (light and salt).  He shows me what a righteousness far 

beyond what just look good on the outside looks like.  And suddenly, there’s no 

room for smugness. 

 

Instead of shaking my head again at a brutal world, there I stand with blood-

stained hands from multiple mass murders.  I tell you that everyone who is 



angry with his brother without a cause will be subject to judgment, and … 

whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of hell fire. Jesus pierces right 

down to my hidden hatred – artfully disguised behind a smile and kind words, 

yet all the while my heart is cooking those who hurt me in a bitter broth 

simmering to a boil.  

 

Instead of running to join those lamenting the shamelessness of Shakira and J. 

Lo’s Super Bowl halftime, Jesus’ words ask me to ponder why I watched it with 

both eyes rather than plucking one out and using my remaining hand to find the 

TV remote.  I tell you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has 

already committed adultery with her in his heart. 
29

If your right eye causes 

you to fall into sin, pluck it out and throw it away from you. It is better for 

you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown 

into hell. Why is my sin so easy to excuse as I endanger my soul – not just my 

hand and eye – with what I gaze at or grasp? 

 

And while deriding all the world’s empty promises with full scorn and doing the 

same with the broken promises and vows before God within the church, Jesus 

suddenly asks me to ponder how far beyond “yes” and “no” I must often go 

because those I know and love have too often not found me to be a man of my 

word.   I tell you, do not swear at all: not by heaven… Instead, let your 

statement be, ‘Yes, yes,’ or ‘No, no.’ Whatever goes beyond these is from 

the Evil One.  Too many of my words originated with the father of lies, not my 

heavenly Father. 

 

So why do we thank God for Jesus’ systematic evisceration of my prized self-

righteousness? 

 

Why? Because it sends us back two Sundays – just a few verses in Matthew 5 – 

to Jesus’ promise as his words leave me hungering and thirsting for a 

righteousness my heart doesn’t naturally possess…where he meets that longing 

with a righteousness that blows out of the water the righteousness of Pharisees 

or teachers of the law:  his own lived for me!   

 

Why do we thank Jesus? Because as he reduces my heart to the meekness that 

comes from being emptied of self, there we find that Jesus makes us an heir of 

everything lasting on earth and heaven. 

 

Why do we thank Jesus for this thorough dressing down? Because through it he 

leads us to confess that we are poor in spirit.  Ad to all such poor ones,  the 

kingdom that should forever be beyond our reach is given us as our possession. 

 

All of which prepares us to go back to last Sunday and marvel that, despite deep 

darkness and tasteless unsaltiness lurking in our natural heart, he declares again 



that we are the world’s light and salt!  And so, washed by daily repentance in 

baptismal waters, he sends us back out to live in his kingdom different from the 

inside out.  And glory comes to my heavenly Father! 

 

And what will that look like?  

 

It looks like finding the strength of Jesus’ grace to bury beginning embers of 

resentment against others and running to them quickly whenever my unloving 

words and actions are tempting them to resent me.  

 

It looks like a ruthless cutting off my heart’s wickedness (the real cause of sin 

that needs daily crucifying!) when lust comes whispering to engage eyes or 

hands.  Such ruthless heart gauging and chopping halts the inevitable process of 

my heart’s hidden sin from becoming words and actions that cause my neighbor 

to stumble.  By such guarding of the wellspring of life, what flows out instead is 

to my neighbor’s good.  

 

It looks like a soft water filter God’s grace affixes to my mouth so that my 

“Yes!” and my “No!” are trustworthy for those I serve in home and church and 

community…a beautiful glimpse of my faithful Father who does not lie or 

change his mind. 

 

That is kingdom-life that Jesus speaks about in his famous sermon.  But, strange 

as it sounds, that life begins with the chopping and gauging that crucifies my 

heart.    

 

I didn’t enjoy that session with my faculty advisor.  But I do look back upon it 

with a thankful heart.  I needed to hear it.   

 

Let us raise a prayer of thanks to Jesus our Savior for eviscerating my smug self-

righteousness. Not always what we want to hear.  But definitely what we need to 

hear. Amen. 

 

 


