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Scripture Reading: 
The Good News According to Matthew 5:21-24

You have heard that it was said to the men of old, 'You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.' But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council, and whoever says, 'You fool!' shall be liable to the hell of fire. So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.

Sermon:

The Sixth Commandment as it comes to us in the book of Exodus 20:13 reads, "Do not murder." In Hebrew, only two short words – lo tirt-zak – and yet possibly the most problematic and controversial of all of the commandments in terms of how we live it out in today's world as followers of Jesus Christ. The problem lodges in the interpretation of the Hebrew word "to kill" (ratzak). In the Old Testament this verb is used always in the context of an act of premeditated taking of human life, in other words, murder.

For some Christians this sets forth an open and shut case of pacifism. For other Christians, this is a prohibition of abortion. Other Christians say that they find in it a warrant against the death penalty. And still other Christians have said this commandment fuels their efforts to work against poverty and social injustice and the proliferation of nuclear weapons.

Some of you know where I come down on many of these issues, and I would be glad to talk to you one on one about these at a later time. What I would chiefly like to do this morning is to look beneath these immediate issues and see if there isn't a God-given foundation upon which you and I can stand and make the most responsible, informed, intelligent, compassionate, and hopefully, faithful decision possible concerning issues of human life and death. It is my sincere belief that Jesus offers you and me that foundation here in the New Testament lesson we just read.

Jesus takes us beyond the mere act of killing. He takes us beyond the letter of the law and reveals to us the very heart and spirit of the command. What we have here is Jesus giving you and me the grand positive in relation to the negative prohibition of the Commandment: “Do not murder”. The grand positive is that human life is so precious and so valuable that you and I as Christians are called to support and affirm and protect and improve life whenever we can, and this begins with our basic attitude toward all of human life.

"Sticks and stones may break my bones but names can never hurt me." "That's not true," says Jesus. He reveals that the Sixth Commandment is not confined to overt acts of cold-blooded murder, but includes verbal abuse that arises out of unrighteous anger or possessing an inner spirit that views some life as less valuable and more expendable than other life.

Jesus here is clearly affirming a doctrine of the sanctity of every human life, and he does so in the context of the entire Word of God, which, from Genesis to Revelation, sets forth and affirms that God alone is the author and giver of life; that every human being is made in His image; that every life, no matter what its circumstances of conception, no matter what its quality from the world's point of view, is not cheap, but is a priceless gift; that every human being has ultimate value in God's sight regardless of their age, or their sex, or their IQ, or their race, or their ability, or their psychological condition; and, that life is not a result of random events but is a miracle that God has brought into being. And it is, therefore, sacred and inviolable.

Jesus takes the Sixth Commandment and says, basically, "Hey, just because you haven't gone out and committed some overt, heinous, cold-blooded act of murder, don't think you are innocent." He boils down the Sixth Commandment to being a prohibition of any attitude that cheapens or devalues human life. He says that if you say raca to anyone (Aramaic for "fool") – so if you even call someone a "fool" – then you are guilty of breaking the Sixth Commandment.

Now I want us to take a look at that strange Aramaic word raca because I believe here is the key to understanding the spirit and the essence of what God is telling you and me through the Sixth Commandment. That word literally means "empty headed" or "worthless." In other words, Jesus is saying that a person who views another human life at whatever stage or age, or whatever color or sex, or whatever quality or potential, if a person views another life as worthless or expendable, that's having the view of "raca": we’ve traded in the sanctity of life for rubbish.

And yet there is a clear trend in our culture today – and the infection has crept into the church as well – an attitude that evaluates human life as to what it can produce rather than for what it inherently is. Much of today's media glorifies death and violence while cheapening essential components of healthy life, like sex and marriage and worship and commitment and love and integrity.

Did you know that the average child or teenager sitting here this morning, by the time they graduate from high school, will have witnessed over eighteen thousand murders on television? And every time they witness one of those murders, they (and you and I) become just a little bit more desensitized to the value of human life. Did you know that of acts of sex on television, 90% of them take place outside of the arena of faithful husband-and-wife marriage? And every time you and I are exposed to that we become just a little bit more desensitized to the value of the love and commitment God has called us to.

Does it bother you? Does it bother you that the number of abortions that took place in the year 2000 was greater than the population of Pike and Sussex and Orange counties all put together? Does it bother you that while our nation's defense budget continues to grow and grow, that we, at the same time, are losing the war, not to terrorism, but of morality – especially as concerns the sanctity and preciousness of human life.

And yet even some who claim to be "pro-life" and against abortion and euthanasia can at the same time be callous toward the needs of the poor. How can that be? And how can it be that our government will quickly fine you and me five hundred dollars plus for destroying an eagle's egg but provide no Constitutional protection for unborn humans? It's a mystery to me how some Christians rant and rave about the violence on our street but then can turn around and flippantly say, "Just nuke ‘em all and let God sort ‘em out!" "Raca!" we’re saying. “Worthless!”

But Scripture reveals to us that God is biased toward life. Death is never a solution to anything. In fact, Scripture calls death our enemy, not a solution. Death is the antithesis of God's good gift of created life. Death is a henchman of sin and evil, not of God. And if we're serious about Scripture, then what is set before us in Scripture is a pro-life ethic where you and I are called to work for the preservation and protection and welfare and respect of all human life.

This does not mean being callous or condemning of those people who find themselves, for whatever reasons, in heart-breaking situations where they are having to choose abortion or make other anti-life decisions in the midst of that gray bio-medical/ethical wasteland that our increasing technology is developing at a faster rate than we can keep up with morally. No. Instead, to be pro-life means that we agonize with those people, that we love them, that we weep with them, that we point them to the truth of Jesus Christ, but then whether they accept that truth or not, we still love them.

A pro-life person is one who stands in the breach for the lives of the unborn, the poor, the infirm, the abused, the dying; stands with passion and with compassion even toward those who militantly disagree with us. A pro-life ethic for today begins with the belief that every person has been created in God's image and is of immeasurable worth. That all stages of life, from womb to tomb, are a part of God's good gift of life. And that Jesus came to bring life, abundant life, and to be the death of death.

To be pro-life today as Christians means that you and I begin and continue to ask ourselves some very hard questions. "Ben Willis, how do you really view the lives of the poor, the mentally retarded, the hungry, homosexuals, prisoners, drug addicts, victims of AIDS, those people for whom our welfare system and shelters are a way of life?" Raca? That’s the verdict of many people toward these folks. What are they: Worthless or sacred? The Bible’s opinion: They are all people whom Jesus loves and people for whom Jesus died.

And what about our attitude toward war and nuclear proliferation and the death penalty? Have our opinions been shaped primarily by a knee-jerk reaction or by headlines or by peer pressure? Or do they emerge out of a wrestling with God's Word? What does it mean for us as a congregation to be followers of the Lord of life? Does it have anything to do with how we view the living conditions in Port Jervis and the tragedies that are happening in the lake communities around us? Does it have anything to do with reaching out toward that pain? Does being pro-life fuel our passion for world missions? I believe it should.

In all of God's commands, there is always an element of law and then an element of grace and we need to hear both. We need to hear the law, "Do not kill," "Do not commit murder." And then all of us who have looked at someone and devalued their life, who have made racial jokes, who have found ourselves delighting in the deaths of Iraqis or delighting in the execution of prisoners on death row; all of us who stand guilty of saying "Raca" at sometime in our lives, need to hear God's word of grace or we rightly begin to wonder, "Is there any hope for us?"

One of the staff members of InterVarsity had led a young woman to Christ. After she became a Christian, this young woman began to agonize and feel tremendous guilt on account of an abortion she had had a number of years earlier.

She went to this InterVarsity staff person and said, "I really don't think God could love me. I’ve done wrong and broken God's command. He couldn’t possibly forgive me for taking the life of my child."

The InterVarsity staff member replied, "You may think of yourself as a murderer, and you think of yourself rightly. But you were a murderer long before you ever had that abortion, and so am I. You see, both of us nailed Jesus Christ to the cross and killed him." The staff member went on, "God has forgiven you and me for killing His very Own Son. How much more can we find His forgiveness even for something like an abortion?"

So all of us stand condemned here. In one way or another. But God offers you and He offers me, in whatever way we have broken that command, He offers us His complete forgiveness in the death of Jesus Christ on the cross.

The Lord Jesus ends His teaching on the Sixth Commandment saying: “So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.” As we come to the Lord’s Table this day, this Sanctity of Human Life Sunday, let us come reconciled – to our brothers and sisters, but also to God Himself.

How have you nurtured “raca” toward others in your life? How have we been agents of death, we who have been given new life following the Lord of life? God has forgiven you and me for killing His very Own Son. I proclaim to you today, “He forgives you your sin – your every act of ‘raca’ – in the name of Jesus Christ you are forgiven.”

Now go, and live for life.



This sermon is based upon a sermon written by the Rev. Dr. Ronald W. Scates, who was senior pastor at Central Presbyterian Church in Baltimore, Maryland when it was preached.
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Faith working through love” (Gal. 5:¢)
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