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One of the best things about growing up in Southern California was that we were 

just a half-hour from Anaheim, where the original Disneyland is located. We started 

making our annual pilgrimage there a few years after it opened. At that time in my 

young life, there was nothing as thrilling as the bend in the freeway when the 

Matterhorn finally came into view. When we finally passed under the iconic sign on 

Harbor Boulevard, my imagination was all ready to be dazzled once again.  

 My favorite ride was called “Adventure Thru Inner Space” because of this 

imagination factor. After waiting in what were always long lines, you boarded an Atom-

mobile that took you through the Mighty Microscope. From there you passed down 

through various dimensions of size until you were able to enter an atom and marvel at 

what was around you. When we finally transitioned back to full size and stepped out of 

the car, I felt as if I had a much fuller, richer perspective on the miracle of life.  

 To come to terms with today’s readings from Matthew and Deuteronomy, we 

need to do the same kind of thing—go deep within, so that we can grasp the fullness of 

the life to which they are calling us. Were we to not take this journey, we risk coming 

away with the image of God as a harsh judge, wagging a finger at us: “Do this, and don’t 

do that, or else.” For example, Deuteronomy: “If you turn away and serve other gods, 

you will perish.” Matthew: “Do not murder, or you will go to prison.”  
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In Matthew, Jesus is employing a rhetorical pattern, a powerful way of making a 

point about the law using a series of antitheses, or opposites. “You have heard that is 

was said….But I say to you…”  

But Jesus isn’t giving us replacements for the law. It’s not “You have heard this 

commandment, but now I am giving you a new one.”  Instead, he is offering us 

intensifications of each—magnifications, if you will, just as we experience in the Atom-

mobile, which give us a fuller picture of life in Jesus Christ is like. Let’s train our 

microscope on these.  

 “You have heard it sad, ‘Do not murder’...but I say to you:” Jesus is saying it’s 

not enough to simply avoid murdering someone. We must consider the violence to a 

person’s humanity that anger expressed against them can do, both directly and 

indirectly. Cruelty let loose toward another person diminishes their humanity, just as 

does gossip, slander, and bullying, or – from a position of power and privilege -- 

condemning others who look different, who dress differently, who worship differently, 

or anyone who leads a life that doesn’t conform to the privileged view of what a family 

is supposed to look like or what social behavior is supposed to be like. All these actions 

are forms of murder.  

But anger is a fact of life. So what are we to do? Jesus says, settle your 

differences. Be reconciling just as God’s very nature is reconciliation.  This is why the 

Greeting of the Peace happens where it does in our service, as we prepare for 
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communion. Before approaching the altar, we must make peace with our sisters and 

brothers in Christ, especially those with whom we have differences. Only when our 

hearts are reconciled with our neighbors can we take in the sacrament of Jesus’s body 

and blood.  

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ but I say to 

you….”  We know adultery is wrong. Here, Jesus is calling for people to pay attention to 

the orientation of the entire network of their relationships. If a person looks upon 

another as an object of desire, they are denying the other person as a beloved child of 

God. Each human being is created in God’s image and bears the imprint of Christ upon 

his or her heart. Relationships cannot flourish unless we see this beloved-ness in 

others—as well as in ourselves.  

“It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of 

divorce.’ But I say to you….” Here Jesus is not condemning divorce itself but giving a 

critique of the patriarchal, male-oriented Jewish legal system that allowed men to 

divorce their wives at a whim, for the slightest perceived fault. Jesus is saying, “You 

don’t get to do that anymore,” because if you divorce your wives you cause them to 

commit adultery. 

God’s law is not a punishment, but a gift—a gift on behalf of the community 

around us. The Ten Commandments don’t tell us to toe the line. They exhort us to live in 

a way that conveys God’s love and compassion for all people. We are not being 
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instructed for our own sake; the law is not about straightening ourselves out. We are 

being instructed for sake of our neighbors, so that we participate in creating and 

sustaining a community in which all people can flourish. In fact, the entire Biblical focus 

is on community. We care for each other so that we can face life’s challenges together 

in the love and freedom from fear that Jesus brings us.  

Peter, Andrew, James, John, and the others on that mountainside with Jesus 

needed to hear that they were not alone. You need to hear that as well. True 

discipleship can only happen in community. And the truth is that we don’t really begin 

to believe in our own ability to be a disciple, to follow Jesus faithfully, until it is exercised 

and affirmed in the company of others.   

In our first reading we reach the climax of the entire book of Deuteronomy. This 

book is Moses’s long goodbye the entire people of Israel. They are finally on the verge of 

the land God has promised them, although God has forbid Moses himself to enter 

because of the people’s poor behavior under his leadership. But he desperately wants 

them to embrace the faith to which God is calling them, which hinges on obedience to 

the law not as punishment but as the pathway to the fullness of life. After 29 ½ chapters 

of instructing the people in laws and regulations and festivals and practices, Moses 

reaches his soaring climax: “I call heaven and earth to witness today that I have set 

before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your 

descendants may live, loving the Lord our God, obeying him, and holding fast to him....”  
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For both Jesus and Moses, “you” is plural. The church on earth exists to create 

disciples in the context of their communities. Coming to church for an hour a week is 

good, but that’s not what Jesus is calling from us. Imagine if he were to say this to us: 

“You have heard it said that attending church is a good thing, that your passive presence 
in worship is enough. But I say to you that you ARE the church, and what you do or say 
in the company of others makes the church what it is.” 

Or, 

 “You have heard it said that pastors are trained to do the work of the church, that they 
are supposed to lead the church. But I say to you that everyone who claims to follow me 
has been given gifts and talents for the purpose of ministry that must be exercised if the 
church is to flourish.”   

Mere church attendance does not create disciples. Meeting, working, talking, 

sharing, doing things with one another does. I beg you to look for these opportunities 

during Lent. Work at the Marshall/Waterloo Food Pantry – March is our month and at 

the moment, with March only two weeks away, only our new congregation president 

and his wife have signed up. Women, consider attending WELCA meetings on the 

second Tuesday of each month or the women’s book and Bible study on the first and 

third Mondays at 6:30 p.m. at the parsonage; they are finishing up one book and 

tomorrow night will be discussing what comes next.  Retired folks or those who work 

nearby, I am offering a five-week Lenten study of the Psalms of Lamentation 

Wednesdays at noon from March 11 through April 8. Parents of our youth, find out 

more about our planned mission trip to Ohio in August this Tuesday night at 6 at Bristol 

Lutheran in Sun Prairie.  
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The great commandment from Jesus is to “love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. And a second is like it: You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” Someone once said that the best-selling book Your Best Life 

Now would be a much closer to how the Bible is calling us to live if it were titled Your 

Neighbor’s Best Life Now. Jesus is taking us deep into the law today so that we can gaze 

outward and see that it’s not merely a means of self-care but care for all those around 

us. It’s too easy to inflict damage on others while saying, “Well, I have still kept God’s 

law because I have not murdered—I have not killed anyone.”  

The key to church growth is not evangelism in the old-fashioned sense, knocking 

on doors, handing out leaflets. It is being Christ to our neighbor. In so doing we are 

creating a community that will be a blessing to a world that is desperately in need of the 

hope that Christ brings. Only in this way can the church on earth flourish.  


