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Overview: 

For I say to you all that if your righteousness would not surpass more than that of the Scribes and Pharisees, 
you will absolutely not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

The remainder of this record of the Sermon of the Mount builds from this premise. The Pharisees’ 
interpretation and application of the Law are being contrasted with its proper interpretation and application. 

This is sometimes called the six antitheses — “you have heard…but I say to you.” The problem of calling 
these antitheses is that Jesus is not saying anything contradictory to what the Law says. Jesus is not altering 
or changing the Law, He is fulfilling the Law (bringing it to its proper understanding). 

What Jesus is contrasting is the interpretation and application of the Law by the Pharisees and scribes 
with the true intent of the Law. What they do not know is that Jesus is the author of the Law, so we are 
getting a first-hand understanding of what the Law was supposed to be. 

We also need to be careful with the conjunction “δέ de.” This word is not always contrastive. Translated 
into “and, now, or then” as well as “but,” and sometimes this is not even translated. In Matthew 1:1-18, 
the conjunction “δέ de” is used 39 times: “Abraham beget Isaac, but Isaac beget Jacob….” and in verse 
18, the “δέ de” is translated “now.” 

I am not saying that there is not a contrastive element in Matthew 5:21-48, but we must be careful what 
Jesus is contrasting. 

This method of teaching a commandment is not new in Rabbinic literature. 

In the Mekhilta, on the Book of Exodus, the rabbis are able to contrast two possible interpretations of a 
biblical text, often a literal and an allegorical interpretation, with the formula ָּתְרַמָא … יִנֲא ַעֵמוֹׁש  (I could 
understand … but you are to say). 

The Bible Background Commentary indicates that other Jewish teachers spoke in this manner to 
establish an interpretation or a fuller meaning to the text. The Pharisees and scribes may teach in the 
realm of possibility, and when there are disagreements, they simply have a “you say…I say” discussion 
without any conclusion. 

The phrase “egō de legō” emphasizes the point that Jesus is teaching with clarity and authority. Jesus 
says this six times in Matthew 5:21-48, and it is not repeated in the Gospels.  

Notice that the people do not call into question this phrase, nor did they accuse Jesus of altering the 
Law. Rather they state that Jesus is teaching the Law with authority and not as their scribes (7:28). He 
doesn’t teach in the realm of possibility. Jesus does not give the opportunity for other interpretations. 
What Jesus says is a dogmatic and singular approach to the text. 
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Hebrew Mindset: 

Righteousness is used here as behavioral rightness in alignment with the behavioral standards that God gave 
to Israel in the Law of Moses.  

The reason that the scribes and Pharisees are not entering the kingdom of heaven is that there was a problem 
with their belief and their actions. They appear to follow the Law, but there are at least 4 problems identified 
in Matthew. 

Problem 1 – They rejected God and the Messiah 

Problem 2 – They did not understand the intent of the Law 

Problem 3 –They used the Law as means for power and glory from men 

Problem 4 – Outside of the view of men they violated the Law 

The people of Israel were dependent upon the teachers of Israel. Having their own scroll was difficult and 
expensive. This is not in violation of God’s intent; the tribe of Levi was to teach all of Israel and perform the 
sacrifices in the temple. But the leadership no longer taught the Torah correctly, and they applied the Law to 
their benefit, lording authority over the people. Throughout the Gospels and Acts, the Jewish authorities 
were constantly being opposed by a true understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures (Matthew 23:13, 23).  

In the Law, the focus is love. Matthew 22:35-40 – The entirety of the Law is built from these two 
commandments. Therefore, if the interpretation of “do not murder” and “do not commit adultery” does not 
lead to loving God or your neighbor, then there is a problem in the interpretation or application.   

Matthew 5:21-26 

This passage provides an example of the faulty righteousness of the Pharisees and the proper 
understanding and application of the Law concerning murder. (5:21–26) 

In verse 21, Jesus brings up the Law and the application by the Pharisees. What is wrong? Based 
upon the contrast, the Jewish authorities did not teach the meaning or the reason behind this law.  

What is murder? Killing someone from an evil intent or selfish motive. But did the teachers 
instruct the people not to be angry or wrathful? 

Why is murder so problematic? It violates the primary relational law, “you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.” But this evidently was not taught. Perhaps the Pharisees would also be 
self-condemning if they were to teach the true essence of murder.  

In verse 22, Jesus gives His first “egō do legō.” The principle that is stated here is explained fully 
in Matthew 15. Guard the thoughts and inner recesses of the mind and the actions will take care 
of themselves. What is it that Jesus was telling them was more righteous than the Pharisees? Do 
not be angry with your brother. Is this possible? 

The interpretation is not dealing with a single instance of anger, rather this is an articular 
participle. “Anyone, the one who is wrathful with his brother.”  
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Using an articular participle indicates a character trait — one who is known as someone 
who is wrathful to his brother.  

Do not focus upon brother. The word is used throughout Matthew and the Gospels as a 
blood relative, fellow countryman, and fellow believers. The context dictates the 
meaning. The illustration demonstrates that this is a very broad sense of the word.  

Angry is “ὀργίζω orgizō.” This is the verb form of “ὀργή orgē” and was just covered in 
our study on Sunday (Ephesians 4:26). In this context, this is being wrathful, trembling 
with anger at your brother. 

The “ὀργίζω orgizō” is illustrated with two thoughts, two sayings: “ῥακά rhaka” and “μωρός 
mōros.” These means “empty-headed” and “fool, moron” respectively. In context, this is said 
or thought of in anger. Jesus calls the scribes and Pharisees this in Matthew 23:17 – you fools 
and blind men! 

The penalty of each is not necessarily an increase in punishment.  

Guilty before the judgment (κρίσις krisis)  

Guilty before the Sanhedrin (συνέδριον synedrion) – Assembly of people in Israel 

Guilty enough to be thrown into “γέεννα geenna” –  

This was originally the valley of Hinnom, south of Jerusalem, where the filth and 
dead animals of the city were cast out and burned.  

The use of “γέεννα geenna” would definitely persuade people to avoid this 
penalty. It may evoke the same ideas and fear as hades, but the words are not 
interchangeable. This was a physical punishment and a place of burning of filthy 
or dead things. 

The main point of the passage is not to heap on more rules, to make the Law more 
difficult, or to discourage. Rather, this is to demonstrate the proper intent of the Law.  

The outward act of murder is obviously evil, and anyone who murders is guilty and 
worthy of death. Jesus is simply going to the root of the issue; murder comes from 
within. It starts somewhere.   

God desires each person to love his brother; therefore, deal with anger and contempt 
and the act of murder will be avoided as well. 

Matthew 15:10-20 – In explaining the parable of verse 11, Jesus enlightens His 
disciples to understand that a person’s heart (inner mind) is the problem if there are 
evil thoughts and murder. 

  

Two illustrations are used. Illustrations emphasize the point, they don’t create new points. Both 
23-24 and 25-26 demonstrate a good healthy mental relationship concerning the brother.  
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Sacrifice with a good conscience – God does not honor outward sacrifice if one has wrath 
toward his brother (1 John 4:18-21). 

Reconcile before going to court. In this scenario, the opponent is assumed to be justified. The 
instruction is proverbial. Love for your brothers indicates a desire to reconcile and settle 
outside of court.  

This must be understood in the context of Israel during this time. Debts not paid were 
either settled outside or inside of court. If a settlement could not be reached, the debtor 
would have the person thrown into prison until the debt could be paid.  

Is this simply a lesson in settling a situation without the courts? Jesus is the Judge and in 
preparing the people for judgment, He is indicating it is better to deal with your anger and 
contempt and “settle with your brother” before being seen by the judge. 

Conclusion: 

These are true difficulties for the Jews; this is challenging, but the righteous behavior of Israel was 
never a list of dos and don’ts. Israel was to be the nation that demonstrated the righteous standard of 
God to the nations. How can they do that if they only do not murder but harbor wrath and contempt? 
The purpose of the Law is seen in Deuteronomy 4:1-9. 

Timeless Truth: 

Believers are also instructed to have behavioral righteousness, but entering the kingdom of heaven is 
not on the table. We are not under Law but under grace. But we can learn from the righteous 
standard of God and fulfill this standard, knowing that is what God desires. 


