
SERMON

Jesus’ Radical Prescription
Matthew 5:21-37

Pastor Robyn Hogue                             February 12, 2017 Skyline Presbyterian Church

It was Pastor Bill Bouknight’s most embarrassing moment in the sixth grade. At recess his friend 
Johnny had done something he did not like. After returning to class he decided to send a message 
to him. As Mrs. Ferguson wrote on the blackboard Bill scribbled a message on a piece of paper, 
folded it into a type of glider that would sail, then tossed it in the direction of Johnny. That aerial 
production must have been flawed. It made a left turn and headed toward the teacher’s desk just 
as she turned away from the blackboard. Then with horror Bill remembered that he had signed the 
note. She retrieved it and read it out loud. After all these years, the memory of what he wrote is still 
clear: “Johnny, you are a fool. (signed) Billy.”

Mrs. Ferguson, a staunch Presbyterian, took her well-worn Bible from her desk. In those days, they 
had scripture and prayer each morning. She turned quickly to Matthew, chapter 5, and read verse 
22: “But I say to you that if 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.” Bill felt lower than low. She launched into a fervent sermon that 
would have made even the vilest sinner repent. She capped it off by saying, “And you, Billy, should 
be particularly ashamed for writing such words since your father is an elder.” 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, given in chapters five through seven of Matthew’s Gospel, could be 
called “Lifestyle in the Kingdom of God.” Here we have the party platform of the Kingdom. It 
contains exalted expectations, the most radical ethical prescription ever articulated. Notice that in 
verse 21 Jesus said, “You have heard it said of old...but I say unto you.” That one who spoke of old 
was Moses. Jesus was placing himself on the same level as Moses or higher. Some regarded that as 
the height of presumption. Jesus tells us that earthly actions have heavenly repercussions...or so it 
seems to say in this week’s section of the Sermon on the Mount. Reconciling with our brothers and 
sisters is inextricably linked to being reconciled to God. 

Ouch. 

Jesus, even more so than Mrs. Ferguson, has now officially gone to meddling. The letter of the law 
isn’t enough; our spirits must conform to the spirit of the law also.

While Paul in 1 Corinthians recognizes that we are infants in the faith, Jesus calls us to a 
Christianity maturity well beyond our years. How are we to grow up from the one to the other?

That may well be the rub this week. How do we listen to Jesus in the midst of all we are hearing in 
the world and in our own heads? There is a cacophony of voices telling us the facts; and you have 
heard it said that screening of refugees is required, but I say extreme vetting is the new normal. Is 
the trajectory of the rhetoric of this age one not of increased care of neighbor and neighborhood, 
but rather increased self-protection and exclusion?

Will we respond as infants in the faith, with continued divisions, quarreling and jealously, or as those 



mature in Christ, not only refraining from murder but refusing to capitulate to our anger as well?

Which will we choose? Life: loving the Lord and obeying God’s commands? Or death: bowing 
down to the gods of this age, their idols of entitlement, wealth and power?

We, of course, know the best answer. We choose life. We will leave behind our childish ways. We 
will grow in grace and abound in steadfast love. We know the correct answer, but even still we 
compromise with the dominant culture. The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.

At this point in my walk with Christ I am convinced that the only way we will hear and heed Jesus 
in these chaotic and difficult times is to listen carefully and in community. I am convinced that the 
only way our outward actions will match our inward hopes will be through prayer, worship and 
mutual accountability.

In preparation for this sermon I listened to two lectures from Austin Seminary’s Mid-Winter’s 
event: one by Donyelle McCray of Yale Divinity School and the other by Jerry Andrews, pastor of 
First Presbyterian Church in San Diego.

Donyelle McCray shared the story of Howard Thurman, pastor, theologian, scholar and civil rights 
leader. She spoke of Thurman’s ability to withstand scrutiny. She noted, “Ministry requires seeing 
others and letting others see us for who we are.” McCray pointed out that in our culture of social 
media we do a lot of looking, but very little seeing. Thurman understood the value of seeing himself 
and others through the lens of loving scrutiny. McCray reminded us of the Latin origin of the word 
“scrutiny,” which means not only “search” but “to sort trash.”

If we are to mature in Christ and not give in to our infantile impulses, we have to be open to sorting 
through the moral trash—the moral trash generated all around us and the moral trash generated 
in each of our own lives. We need our brothers and sisters to help us in this messy and often 
embarrassing task. This support and accountability will help our yes be yes and our no be no.

Jerry Andrews spoke of Augustine and the role of friendships in his life. He said, “Augustine was 
never alone.” He was surrounded with a community of theological friends who practiced honesty and 
humility. They encouraged trust through risking vulnerability. They practiced equity and love—love 
that wasn’t afraid to offer correction because “the friend was more important than the friendship.”

If we are going to hear and heed Jesus, not only look but see, mature in Christ and not give in to 
the infantile, divisive, quarrelling both within the church and without, we must be reconciled to 
our brothers and sisters. We must surround ourselves with theological friends and together practice 
loving scrutiny. This may well feel meddlesome, particularly in our individualistic, hero-enamored, 
pick-and-choose culture. But isn’t that the point? Jesus is calling us to live differently than the 
culture around us.

They city of Austin’s slogan is “Keep Austin Weird.” Maybe Jesus is telling us: Be weird. Choose 
the truth over fabrication, the interest of others over our own, put away childish ways and walk in 
love as Christ loves us. Welcome scrutiny because it invites integrity. Be reconciled over being right. 
Seek out friends in the faith who value you even more than the friendship itself. Seek to be that 
kind of friend, the one who would lay down your life for another.

We will mature in Christ as we live the “you-have-heard-it-said-but-I-say-to-you” way of Jesus. To 
do so, we will need loving scrutiny, mutual accountability and the community of faith so that God 
will give the growth. 
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