
Matthew 5:21-37 
But I Say to You 

 
Main idea: The world and religiosity tells us one thing, but God gives us even stronger words of judgment and 
hope. 
 
I heard a story about a little boy who brought his dad his report card. The boy was afraid of what his dad would 
say, because he had all F’s. But when his dad saw his grade, he smiled at his son and said, “Son, I’m proud of 
you. I can tell you haven’t been cheating.” 
 
Are you an optimist or a pessimist? Do you see the good in everything, or the evil in everything? And maybe 
more importantly, as Christians, what should we be? 
 
Lauren Daigle sings a beautiful worship song called “You Say.” The chorus goes like this: 
 

You say I am loved when I can't feel a thing 
You say I am strong when I think I am weak 
And You say I am held when I am falling short 
And when I don't belong, oh You say I am Yours 

-Lauren Daigle, “You Say” 
 
I love that song, but whenever I hear it, I can’t help but contradict it in my head. Lauren sings to God, “You say 
I am strong when I think I am weak.” But the thing is, even the Bible says that I’m weak. Paul wrote in 1 
Corinthians 1:27: 
 

But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world 
[that’s us, and why?] to shame the strong; (1 Corinthians 1:27) 

 
So, are we weak according to our own minds, or are we weak according to the Bible? And, perhaps more 
importantly, does God have a purpose for our weakness? According to 1 Corinthians 1:27, I think Paul would 
say yes. We’re weak so that God be shown to be stronger than the people that we might consider to be strong. 
So in a way, we need to embrace our weakness because it’s because of our weakness that God chooses us 
and loves us for His glory. 
 
In fact, Paul even says that in another letter to the church of Corinth. 2 Corinthians 12:9. 
 

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore 
I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. (2 
Corinthians 12:9) 

 
So when Lauren sings, “You say I am strong when I think I am weak,” I think, yeah, but even the Bible says I’m 
weak, and it’s so that I would rest not in my power, but Christ’s. 
 
Lauren also sang, “And you say I am held when I am falling short.” But once again, the Bible says that we do 
fall short. Romans 3:23. 
 

for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, (Romans 3:23) 
 



We fall short because we sin. God is perfect in every way,  so our sin causes us to fall short of His perfection. 1

And that’s bad news because God will not allow imperfection into His heaven.  2

 
Now, I’m not saying that I don’t like Lauren’s song or that I think it’s unbiblical. Just the opposite. Because in 
spite of what seems like hopelessly bad news that we’re weak, and that we fall short, the Bible also gives us 
incredibly good news. It tells us about what God says and does in response to our broken condition.  Like 3

Lauren sings, God loves us,  He holds us,  and He calls us His own.  4 5 6

 
But until we know the bad news, we can’t fully embrace the good news as truly good news. Because unless 
you know just how bad the bad news is, the good news just seems kind of mediocre, or maybe even offensive. 
It’s like if someone came up to you and said, “Great news! We found Raymond!” You’d be like, “Okay, but 
who’s Raymond, and why should I care?” But if you knew the bad news that Raymond was your son who had 
been missing for over a year, then it would be really really good news that he was lost, but now is found.  7

 
In fact, I’ve come to believe that even the bad news is part of the good news of God’s love.  So let’s read some 8

bad news. 
 
Matthew 5:21-37. Please stand with me for the reading of God’s word. Matthew 5:21-37. 
 

“You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be 
liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to 
judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will 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. Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are going 
with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be 
put in prison. Truly, I say to you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny. “You have 
heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks at a 
woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes 
you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your 
whole body be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For 
it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go into hell. “It was also said, 
‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that everyone who 
divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit adultery, and whoever 
marries a divorced woman commits adultery. “Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, 
‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ But I say to you, Do 
not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, 
or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot 
make one hair white or black. Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes 
from evil. (Matthew 5:21-37) 
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The word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God. 
 
You may be seated. 
 
There’s a common misconception of the Bible that the Old Testament is all about law, and the New Testament 
is all about grace.  But if you just read the Bible, you also find a lot of grace in the Old Testament. A great 9

example of this is the book of Jonah. When the Ninevites repented of their sins, God showed them mercy and 
grace. Jonah 3:10. 
 

When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster that he 
had said he would do to them, and he did not do it. (Jonah 3:10) 

 
That’s mercy. In fact, just a few verses later, Jonah complained to God about His mercy, because Jonah hated 
the Ninevites and didn’t want God to forgive them. Jonah 4:2. 
 

That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow 
to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and arelenting from disaster. (Jonah 4:2) 

 
And that’s just one example. There are tons of examples of God showing grace in the Old Testament.  So it’s 10

simply not true that the Old Testament is all about law, while the New Testament is all about grace. 
 
Because not only do we find a lot of grace in the Old Testament, but we also find a lot of law in the New 
Testament. Our passage in Matthew today is even Jesus talking, and it sure sounds like a lot of law. In fact, 
Jesus even quotes some Old Testament laws, and makes them even more strict than they were originally 
written. Look at the first one. Verse 21. 
 

“You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be 
liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to 
judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be 
liable to the hell of fire. (Matthew 5:21-22) 

 
“You shall not murder” is the fifth commandment.  I’m sure many of us can boast that we’ve never killed 11

anyone, but can any of us boast that we’ve never been angry with anyone? 
 
I could be wrong, but I think this is universally condemning. We’ve all been guilty of this. We hate our enemies.

 We hate evil people from history. We even hate the person in front of us who drove too slow on the highway. 12

I mean, how petty are we? 
 
And Jesus is very clear what the judgment for hatred is. He says that we’ll be liable to the hell of fire. Now, we 
might think that hell is a pretty harsh judgment for hatred. After all, we didn’t hurt anybody, right? And yet, the 

9 This misconception comes from a misunderstanding of the Bible itself. Romans 6:14, 7:6, 10:4. It’s important to note, 
however, that being released from the law doesn’t mean that there is no law, but rather that we obey God from the heart. 
10 More examples: Genesis 6:8, Genesis 15:1-6, Exodus 33:12-16, Psalm 51, Psalm 136. There are many, many more. 
Just read the Bible. 
11 Exodus 20:13 
12 Matthew 5:43-45 



very presence of hatred in our hearts demonstrates that we have not yet been made perfect in love,  God’s 13

love. 
 
So hell is the only appropriate punishment for hatred, because when we hate, we refuse to be changed by 
God. 
 
But Jesus went on. Verse 27. 
 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who 
looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. (Matthew 
5:27-28) 

 
Second, Jesus talked about the sixth commandment.  And just as with the fifth commandment, Jesus didn’t 14

lessen the requirement of the law, but actually intensified it.  Not only must we not act on the lusts of our 15

hearts, we shouldn’t even have lust in our hearts. 
 
As with the command about hatred, I’m sure most of us, if not all of us, have broken this command as well. I 
admit that I certainly have. And just when I think I have it mastered in my life, the temptation rears its ugly head 
once again, and I feel absolutely powerless to fight it.  And so I have to rely not on my power, but God’s, to 16

overcome this sin.  17

 
Maybe you can relate to my experience. And I’m not just talking to the men. We all need to learn to love others 
as God says, and not as the world says.  That’s a battle we all face. And it starts by having a changed heart. 18

 
I think that’s why Jesus’s commands in this passage are so incredibly difficult. It’s one thing to try to change 
our actions, but it’s an entirely different thing to try to change our hearts. In fact, if we’re honest, I think we’d 
have to admit that it seems impossible to have a new heart to obey even just these two commands to not hate 
or lust. 
 
But Jesus didn’t stop there. After that, Jesus intensified several more commands from the Old Testament. 
We’re going to look at just two more: one from the book of Deuteronomy,  and the other from Leviticus.  19 20

Verse 31. 
 

“It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you 
that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit 
adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. Again you have heard that it was 
said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ 
But I say to you, Do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, 
for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not take an oath by your 

13 1 John 4:18 
14 Exodus 20:14 
15 Matthew 5:17-18 
16 Romans 7:19 
17 Philippians 4:13 
18 1 John 4:7-8 
19 Deuteronomy 24:1-4 
20 Leviticus 19:12 



head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything 
more than this comes from evil. (Matthew 5:31-37) 

 
I should point out, here, that Jesus isn’t saying that some sins are worse than others, but that all of us are 
guilty of sin.  Both of these laws come down to an even bigger issue. We’re guilty of not keeping our word. 21

We’re guilty of not telling the truth. We lie.  We gossip. We boast. And when we do any of these things, it 22

comes from evil. 
 
Many English translations say that this kind of speech comes from the evil one.  But the original language 23

simply says that it comes from the evil,  like the evil isn’t just somewhere out there, but even in ourselves. In 24

other words, as Jesus said in Luke 6:45: 
 

The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil 
treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks. (Luke 6:45) 

 
So once again, the problem is our hearts. 
 
When we put all of these commands from Jesus together, we find that we’re all guilty. The false wisdom of the 
world says that you should just be you, without anyone or anything telling us otherwise, but the Bible says that 
we’re all guilty of sin, and that sin makes us liable to the judgment of hell. 
 
Jesus also said in another place: 
 

Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, 
because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. (John 3:18) 

 
That’s the bad news. Whoever does not believe is condemned already. Some people criticize Christianity 
because they say that God isn’t loving, and that condemns sinners. But that’s not true. God loves all people, 
and we condemn ourselves by our own sins. So God sent His Son not to condemn the world, but that the world 
might be saved through Him.  25

 
You see, we read the bad news in Romans 3:23 earlier. 
 

“For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23) 
 
But does anyone know what comes right after Romans 3:23? Romans 3:24. 
 

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, (Romans 3:23-24) 

 
Do you see what Paul is saying? He’s pointing out that the bad news is immediately followed by the good 
news. In fact, the good news is so incredibly good that it swallows up the bad news in grace. 
 

21 James 2:10-11, Romans 6:23 
22 Exodus 20:16 
23 Such as the ASV, BBE, ERV, GNB, GW, CSB, ISV, and NIV 
24 εκ του πονηρου: “from the evil” 
25 John 3:17 



You see, the Bible is saying that the people who sin and fall short are the very same people who are justified 
by God’s grace through faith in what Jesus did for us on the cross.  So even though we do fall short, we’re 26

also lifted up out of the pit by God’s powerful grace. 
 
So just as Lauren sings to God, we can say to God, “You say I am held when I am falling short.” Because, let 
me ask you this: who is more powerful, you or God? Is your sin more powerful than God’s grace? No. God is 
more powerful.  So although we do fall short, that only allows God’s power to be demonstrated clearly toward 27

our weakness. 
 
And the Bible also says that through our weakness, not only is God’s power made known, but ours is, too. 2 
Corinthians 2:10. 
 

For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and 
calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong. (2 Corinthians 12:10) 

 
Honestly, this is something I’m still learning. I’ve often focused so much on my weakness that sometimes I 
forget how strong I am in Christ. I mean, how can I be weak when the Holy Spirit is in me?  How can I be 28

weak when I’m being transformed into the likeness of God?  The Bible’s message is that although we were 29

helpless sinners incapable of redeeming ourselves, Jesus has redeemed us!  So we’re no longer weak, but 30

strong in Christ. 
 
The more I study God’s word, the more I find that the message of the Bible is far more hopeless for sinners 
than most people like to admit. It’s full of laws that we’re incapable of living up to that clearly show that we’re 
self-condemned sinners, and we have no hope of redeeming ourselves. And yet the message of the Bible is 
also far more hopeful than most people like to consider, because it shows that in His grace, God justifies 
hopeless sinners. 
 
So in reality, there’s no contradiction between the bad news and the good news. In Christ, we really are strong 
when we think we’re weak. We really are held when we fall short. And when we think we don’t belong, God 
really does say we are His people, called by His name, so we can truly say to God, “I am Yours.”  31

 
So, should we be optimists, or pessimists? 
 
I read once that an optimist believes that we live in the best of all possible worlds. A pessimist fears that this is 
true. 
 
As Christians, we’re not really called to be optimists or pessimists regarding the current state of the world we 
live in. We’re called to be realists, seeing things as they are.  
 
Put it like this. How would you feel if someone rushed into your house, shouted at you, and dragged you out of 
the house? That doesn’t sound very good, does it? But what if your house was on fire? You see, the good 
news makes sense of the bad news, and in light of the bad news, we see that the good news really is good. 

26 Ephesians 2:8-9 
27 Matthew 19:26, Romans 1:16 
28 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 
29 2 Corinthians 3:18 
30 Ephesians 1:7 
31 2 Chronicles 7:14 



 
I find that most people would rather have it one way or the other. Many people look at the world and all of 
history as if it’s only evil, death, and darkness, so they feel like they don’t have any hope for the future.  And 32

many others ignore all the evil, death, and darkness as if it doesn’t exist, and act like everything is great all of 
the time.  But God’s plan actually makes sense of everything. Yes, there’s evil, death, and darkness, but only 33

for an age, so that God can fill all evil, death, and darkness with His goodness, life, and light.  34

 
So although we don’t ignore the reality of sin in this world, we can be absolutely positive that Christ has 
overcome the world,  and that everything will be made new.  And check this out. That even includes our 35 36

hearts. 
 
Ezekiel 36:26. 
 

And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of 
stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. (Ezekiel 36:26) 

 
God has already begun to do that. The moment you receive Jesus, He begins to transform you from the inside 
out. And you can be sure that He will complete what He started in you.  37

 
But if you haven’t yet received Jesus, it can start today. You may have been saying to yourself that you’ve 
done too many bad things, or that God can’t possibly forgive you, but God says, “You are loved.” 
 
So believe Him. 

32 1 Thessalonians 4:13 
33 Luke 12:19-20 
34 1 Corinthians 15:28 
35 John 16:33 
36 Revelation 21:5 
37 Philippians 1:6 


