
 

“Do Not Be Angry with Your Brother” 
(Matthew 5:21-26) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, we saw how our Lord revealed to us, using the strongest possible 
language in the Greek, that He had not come to do away with the Law, but rather to 
establish it.  He came to fulfill the Law, as the prophets foretold.  He did this that He might 
clothe His people with a perfect righteousness, to save them in the day of His judgment, 
and to show them how they should live as the sons and daughters of God.  If we are God’s 
people, if we are true Christians, we will reflect the holy nature of God, we must reflect 
this nature.  The Lord has given to us His holy Law, so that we might know how to do this.  
And so Christ exhorts us to keep the Law -- not for our salvation, but out of thankfulness 
for that salvation -- and He also exhorts us to encourage one another to do the same.  And 
then He left us with this warning:  “Unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes 
and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven” (v. 20).  These religious leaders 
believed that they were keeping the Law.  They believed that they were doing what God 
commanded them, even though their hearts were far from Him.  Jesus tells us here that our 
keeping of the Law needs to excel theirs, if we are ever to enter His kingdom.  We need to 
keep it, but we need to do so from a heart of love and for the glory of God, something 
which the Pharisees knew nothing about.   
  But we need to recognize that the scribes and Pharisees were also short-sighted in 
another way:  They saw only the letter of the Law, and not the spirit of the Law.  They saw 
only what was on the surface, but missed the depth and breadth of what the Lord was 
really commanding them.  This is what Jesus is teaching us this morning with respect to 
the sixth commandment, “You shall not murder.”  It goes beyond simply forbidding us not 
to murder someone.   
 
  It also teaches us not even to be angry with our brother unjustly.   
 
I.  First, Jesus begins by showing us that the sixth commandment requires more than 

simply not killing someone.   
A.  He does this by way of contrast.  He is first going to tell us what the scribes and 

Pharisees were teaching, and then He will show us what the true meaning of the 
commandment is.   
1.  You need to understand here that Jesus is not speaking against what Moses said.   

a.  Jesus has already told us very emphatically, that He did not come to do away 
with the Law or the Prophets; He “did not come to abolish, but to fulfill” (v. 
17).  He came to establish them and to make it plain what they meant.  And so 
you know He is not preparing here to contradict what He just said.   

b.  Instead, He is about to refute what the religious leaders were teaching.  When 
He says to them, “You have heard that the ancients were told,” He isn’t 
referring to what their fathers were told by Moses, but what they were told by 
the teachers of Israel, and what it was that they were being taught from 
Sabbath to Sabbath.   

c.  What they were being taught was not altogether right.  And Jesus is coming to 
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set the record straight.   
d.  If this teaches us anything, it is that we should always compare what we are 

being taught with the Scriptures.  Men are not infallible.  But the Word of God 
is.  I don’t mean that you should compare what you are taught with your own 
opinions, because your opinions, your understanding of the Scripture, may also 
be wrong.  You must compare everything you hear and believe with God’s 
Word.  This is the only safe way.   

 
2.  Well what was it that the fathers were taught by these religious leaders?  Jesus 

says it was “‘You shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall 
be liable to the court.’”   
a.  Now this is the letter of the Law.  On the surface, all it appears to forbid is the 

actual murdering of another person.  If someone does this, then he will be 
liable to the judgment of the court.   

b.  I would just note that the sixth commandment does not forbid killing of any 
kind.  Some animal rights activists today would apply this to the killing of 
animals.  But this is clearly wrong, for the Lord has given us animals for food.  
Some pacifists believe that this applies to the taking of life in wartime.  But 
this is clearly wrong as well, for there are times when life must be taken to 
defend the innocent from unjust attackers.  Still others believe that it forbids 
capital punishment.  But this can’t be right either, for the Lord commands the 
state to take the life of those who kill others.   

c.  What it does mean, obviously, is that it is wrong for us to take the life of 
another person unjustly.  This also includes the killing of ourselves.  Suicide is 
murder.  It includes every kind of killing, including, and especially, that of the 
unborn.  Whoever does these things becomes liable to judgment, or at least 
they should, if things were the way they should be.   

d.  But the problem is that God intended this commandment to go farther.  He had 
much more in mind.   

 
B.  Jesus says, this is what you have heard, “But I say to you that everyone who is angry 

with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother, 
‘Raca,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever shall say, ‘You fool,’ 
shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (v. 22).   
1.  There are those who say that Christ came to release us from the Law, or to make 

it less strict.  But notice here that Jesus does not appear to be making it easier, but 
harder.   
a.  The commandment says that whoever murders someone will be liable to the 

judgment of the court.   
b.  But Jesus is saying here that if we are angry with our brother, we shall be 

liable to judgment.  And if our anger is even greater so as to express it in 
words, such as “Raca,” which means “good for nothing” or “empty-headed 
fool,” we shall be liable to the supreme court, which in those days was the 
Sanhedrin.  And if we should become even more angry, so as to say to our 
brother, “You fool,” we will be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.   

c.  Each of these falls short of actual murder.  But notice that each of them makes 
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you guilty and liable to judgment.   
d.  Jesus is not making the commandments easier to keep, but actually harder.  He 

is showing us the true intent, or the spirit, of the Law.   
e.  There are many today who believe that this spirit of the Law is actually less 

strict than the letter.  For instance, one professor of mine in my college days 
believed that the letter of the Law required that he drive the speed limit.  But 
the spirit of the Law only required that he drive safely.  Therefore, if he could 
drive faster without endangering anyone else, he was fulfilling the Law.  Well, 
he was right in one area, but wrong in another.  The spirit of the Law does 
teach us not to endanger others.  But it also requires that we keep the letter of 
the Law.  But it goes even deeper than this, it also requires that the thoughts 
and intentions of our hearts also line up with our actions, that we keep the Law 
not only on the outside, but also in the inside, that we not only drive the speed 
limit, but also keep our hearts from desiring to speed.   

f.  But yet I want to remind you that Jesus is not making the commandments 
stricter than Moses did, but stricter than what the Pharisees taught.  He is only 
explaining to them what the commandments really mean, since the scribes and 
Pharisees had hidden their meaning by what they taught.  Jesus is lifting the 
commandments back up to where they should be, back to where God intended, 
so that we, His people, might walk in the right way, and so that the Law might 
have its convicting effect to drive sinners to Himself for their salvation.   

 
2.  Now what is it that Jesus is teaching us to do in the sixth commandment?   

a.  Is He saying that if you are angry with your brother, or if you call them names, 
that you should be brought before the court and be charged with murder?  We 
should not dismiss the idea that if a man was overtly angry with his brother 
unjustly, so that others could see it, and if he went around slandering his 
brother calling him names which were very demeaning, that he should be 
punished.  Jesus speaks here of three levels of punishment, all before courts 
which did exist at that time.  The last punishment may seem beyond what they 
were able to do, namely, to cast into the fiery hell.  But what it literally says is 
possible, to cast a man into the valley of the son of Hinnom, the place where a 
fire was continually kept burning to consume the garbage and the corpses of 
criminals which were thrown there as a sign of curse.  As an aside, this practice 
of God’s people should be a warning to us that cremation is not an appropriate 
method of burial for any Christian.   

b.  Jesus could have been speaking here of the kind of punishment that the 
breaking of God’s Law deserves on earth, after all, every breaking of God’s 
Law deserves death.  And the greater the violation, the greater the punishment 
which is deserved.   

c.  But certainly, in God’s court of perfect justice, this is what they will receive.  
Jesus is not saying anything different here than what John, by the Spirit of 
Christ, says in 1 John 3:15:  “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; 
and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.”  If you hate 
your brother -- and this includes not only those who profess to be Christians, 
but also your neighbors--, then you are guilty of breaking the sixth 
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commandment.  You have murdered him in your heart.  And if you have 
murdered your brother in your heart, then you have also become liable to the 
judgment of God.  “No murderer has eternal life abiding in him.”   

d.  Now don’t forget that there are degrees of breaking this commandment.  It is 
certainly worse to actually kill your brother, than to hate him.  But by breaking 
the commandment in any way, you become liable to the eternal punishment of 
hell.  And by breaking it even more severely, you become liable to greater 
punishment in hell.  This should stand as a terrible warning to any sinner who 
thinks that because he is going to hell, he might as well sin it up while he is 
alive.  He will wish, when he arrives in hell, that he hadn’t, for each sin that he 
commits will make hell that much more intolerable for him!   

e.  Now since the fiery hell is only threatened in the last case, does Jesus mean 
that the others don’t deserve hell?  I don’t think so.  He is using the graded 
courts of Israel to get the point across to them that each infraction of His Law 
is serious and each makes them guilty enough to receive judgment.  Any sin is 
enough to condemn us to hell.  Adam condemned the whole human race for 
eating from a tree that the Lord told him not to.  How many times have each of 
us done things which the Lord told us not to?  How many times over have we 
deserved hell for breaking God’s commandments?   

f.  But the good news is that God sent His Son into the world to die for sinners.  
Christ actually suffered hell on the cross so that His people would not need to.  
Even though we deserve hell by our works, Jesus has earned eternal life 
through His works.  All we need to do is to trust in the Lord Jesus Christ for 
salvation, and nothing of what we have done can ever condemn us.   

g.  One other thing I would like to mention before we move on is that it is not 
always sinful to be angry, nor is it always sinful to use these kinds of words.   
(i)  Paul said in Ephesian 4:26, “Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun 

go down on your anger.”  Anger is a natural response to difficult situations.  
God meant it to give us the additional strength we need to overcome 
problems.  We mustn’t forget that when Jesus saw the money-changers in 
the Temple, He became angry, and whipped them, and overthrew their 
tables, and drove them out of His Father’s house (John 2:14-16).  Only 
since the Fall has anger become corrupted so that man misuses it for evil.   

(ii)  There are also times when it appears to be appropriate to use words such 
as fool.  Jesus said to the scribes and Pharisees, in Matthew 23:17, “You 
fools and blind men.”  He called them this not because of sinful anger in 
His heart or because He desired their destruction.  He was calling them 
what they really were in God’s sight, seeking to open their eyes to the truth.   

(iii)  There is what is called righteous anger.  It is anger to be sure, but it is an 
anger for sin.  John Trapp once wrote, “He that will be angry, and not sin, 
must not be angry but for sin.”   

 
h.  Realizing that this is the case, we would all have to admit that much of the 

anger we experience is not righteous anger, but unrighteous.  Jesus is here 
telling us that having a sinful anger against our brother is serious enough to 
condemn us, as any sin will, if we do not break it and overcome it in Christ.   
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II.  Jesus now goes on to give to us two applications of this principle.   

A.  The first is that before we would worship God, we must be reconciled to our 
brothers.   
1.  He uses the example of a man who has come to worship the Lord through his 

offering, who, before the priest comes to receive it from him, remembers that his 
brother is offended at him.   

2.  Jesus says that he should not seek to worship God first, and then settle with his 
brother, but to go to his brother first and settle the issue, and then come back and 
worship the Lord.   
a.  I believe that this assumes that this person had offended his brother through his 

own sinful anger.   
b.  It is possible, after all, to have someone angry with you, even though you have 

done nothing wrong.  Did Jesus ever do anything wrong?  No.  And yet were 
there any who were angry with Him?  Yes.  Would we say that Jesus could not 
worship and have communion with His Father, because of this?  Certainly not!   

c.  It is also possible to try and reconcile with someone, and still not be able to.  
Would the Lord have you keep away from worshiping Him, until your sinful 
brother repents of his bitter spirit?  No.  I believe that in these cases, the 
passage doesn’t apply.   

d.  But, if we have offended our brother through our sinful anger, then we must be 
reconciled with them, before we come to worship the Lord.  Be at peace with 
your brother and then come and receive peace with God.  As long as there is a 
difference between us and our neighbor which is kept up by our fault, we 
cannot worship God (Calvin Harmony Ages 1:243).   

e.  Incidentally, Jesus also tells us that if we are not willing to forgive our 
neighbors of their offenses against us, we cannot worship Him either.  He says, 
“For if you forgive men for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also 
forgive you.  But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive 
your transgressions” (Matt. 6:14-15).  James writes, “For judgment will be 
merciless to one who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment” 
(James 2:13).   

 
B.  The second and last application also has to do with our relationship with others, but 

especially with the Lord.   
1.  Jesus tells us that if we have done something wrong to our neighbor, something 

which requires restitution, we should try to settle the matter quickly out of court, 
lest, when we come to court and are found guilty, we end up having to pay the 
debt, plus the court charges, plus time in jail.   
a.  Now certainly there is wisdom in doing this in human relationships.   
b.  If you are guilty of wronging your neighbor, he should not need to take you to 

court in order to get you to pay him back.  You should pay it back freely.  You 
should certainly do this considering that if you don’t, and are found guilty, you 
will need to pay it back anyway, under pressure, and possibly while in jail.   

c.  The point is not to let these offences remain outstanding.  Take care of them as 
quickly as you can.   
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2.  But what if you don’t listen to Christ’s warning, and your neighbor doesn’t take 

you to court, or you are not found guilty, does this mean that you are getting away 
with your sin?  No.   
a.  There is One in the heavens who sees, and He will require it of you.  He is 

your opponent at law, your Adversary, if you have not turned from your sins 
and made restitution.   

b.  He will bring every one of your sins into judgment, if you have not dealt with 
them righteously.  And He will require that you pay for them, down to the very 
last cent, before you are ever released from jail.   

c.  But you need to realize that the sins you have committed against God, if they 
are not removed in Christ, will never be forgiven.  You have committed sins 
against an infinite God and are therefore guilty of infinite crimes.   

d.  Therefore, if you do not settle the matter quickly with God, you will then need 
to endure endless ages in the fiery hell, with no possibility of ever being 
released.   

e.  If that is the case with you, if you have committed sins against your neighbor 
which you have not dealt with righteously, if you have not sought for pardon 
for them in Christ, and if you have not gone to your neighbor seeking to make 
things right, then you must make friends with your opponent, who is God, 
while you are still on the way to His judgment seat, lest He take you and throw 
you into an eternal prison from which you will never escape.   

f.  The only way you can do this is by coming to Christ.  Jesus is the Lamb of God 
who has carried away the sins of His people and has fully paid for them all.  If 
you come to Him and turn from your sins and trust in Him for salvation, then 
you can know that He has carried away your sins.  He will not only pardon you 
and give you a perfect righteousness, which will make you acceptable to God, 
He will also give you the strength to deal righteously with all the wrongs you 
have committed in the past and help you, as much as is humanly possible, to 
make them right.  If any one of you finds yourself in this situation this 
morning, come to Christ, embrace Jesus with all your heart, that you may find 
forgiveness and the power to live the life of righteousness, without which, no 
one shall see the Lord.  Amen.   


