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 “You will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” This bitter judgment is declared for all 

those who fall short of the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees. Indeed, even the scribes 

and Pharisees themselves are condemned by this statement. Only those whose righteousness 

exceeds– far exceeds– the scribes and the Pharisees will enter the kingdom of heaven. This 

warning does not bode well for any of us. The scribes and the Pharisees were the elites of the 

Jewish community. They conformed their lives to the Law, desperate to be viewed by those 

around them as righteous. A strict code of conduct ensured that they never openly broke God’s 

Law. These men were dignified and honorable in their society. No fault could be found in 

them… at least, not by human judgment. Christ later described the scribes and Pharisees as 

“whitewashed tombs” who “outwardly appear righteous to others, but within… are full of 

hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matthew 23:27–28). No amount of outward display makes us 

righteous before God.  

 In our passage this morning, Jesus teaches this distinction between righteousness before 

God and before men. First, before men; “You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be 

liable to judgment.” This command is readily understood and easy enough to accept. Murder, the 

premeditated, unlawful killing of another human being, is one of the most explicit crimes one 

could commit. It dates back to Genesis 4 with Cain’s murder of his brother Abel. Cain refused to 

be reconciled to his brother, choosing instead to strike down his brother in anger. As we sang 

moments ago in our hymn, “From hearts depraved, to evil prone, flow thoughts and deeds of sin 

alone” (LSB 562). So quickly after Adam’s fall, our sinful hearts desire evil. Murder is a tragedy, 

an offense to the life that God breathed into humanity through Adam’s lungs. And yet, our hearts 

turn toward hatred and anger. 

 The Law has one great and first command according to Christ, “You shall love the Lord 

you God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37). 

“And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). In the 

Church, we find ourselves living in the midst of these two commands. We have the vertical 

relationship with God as He comes to us in Word and Sacrament, and we respond to him in 

prayer and thanksgiving. We also have the horizontal relationship with one another, the 

fellowship of all believers. As with all relationships, we try with all of our might to live up to 

expectations and achieve harmony. We fail on both accounts. We destroy both relationships as 

we fail to accomplish the Law’s expectations for us. 

 So, Christ warns, “Come to terms quickly with your accuser.” The price we must pay for 

these charges against us grows with compound interest, heaping on guilt and shame as the 

evidence grows against us. James writes, “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one 

point has become accountable for all of it” (James 2:10). Attempting to justify ourselves before 
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others leads to more sin as we ignore God’s Word in favor of human interpretations and selfish 

desires. What greater temptation is there than that temptation used by Satan, “Did God really 

say…?” Where God’s Law is clear, we muddy it. Where God’s Law is true, we convince 

ourselves it is false. Where God’s Law is perfectly good, we insist it is oppressive and evil. We 

stand in opposition to the Law. It accuses us as it stands, unchanging, and we repeatedly quarrel 

with it. 

 We are accused by the Law and rightly deserve prison, the hell of fire. We are unwilling 

and unable to pay the ransom price from this prison. Like the Pharisees, we cling to our dignity 

rather than confess our faults. We would want to continue to offer our gifts at the altar, acting as 

though we are righteous before men. When faced with God’s Law, we must admit we are 

sinners. There is no good within us, only the rotting corpse already languishing in its prison. But 

we whitewash the exterior. It’s far more comfortable that way. Instead of confessing our sins, we 

reason our way out of trouble. Are you willing to set aside your pride to reconcile with your 

brother? That is the price you must pay. Will you stubbornly cling to your dignity, or will you 

lay aside your ego and admit your error? We know the answer we would like to give, but we also 

know the truth within ourselves. We struggle to say we are sorry to those closest to us at work, in 

Church, and in our families. How much more difficult, and important, is the confession of our 

sins to God. “I, a poor, miserable sinner” are not just words we recite to begin our services, but a 

desperate plea that we are unworthy and unrighteous before our God. We pray that God would 

be merciful and gracious to us for the sake of Christ. 

 And that is where we have any hope of coming to terms with our accuser. We find our 

hope of paying the price, down to the last penny. Unlike the righteousness of the Pharisees, 

which is only before men, Christ’s righteousness is that which exceeds the scribes and the 

Pharisees. God does not alter his Law to accommodate us. He does not look the other way and 

ignore our sins. God recognizes our sins and has already poured out all of his wrath for the sins 

of the whole world onto one man, the God-man, Jesus Christ. From our hymn again, “As by one 

man all mankind fell and, born in sin, was doomed to hell, so by one Man, who took our place, 

we all were justified by grace” (LSB 562). 

 Christ has paid, in full, the ransom price for your sins. The last penny was paid for you, 

“not with perishable things such as silver or gold,” as St. Peter writes, “but with [his] precious 

blood” (1 Peter 1:18–19). Rather than allow the accusation to remain, “God sent forth his Son, 

born of woman, born under the Law, to redeem those who were under the Law” (Galatians 4:4–

5). The Son of God laid aside his own dignity to reconcile you to the Father. He also reconciles 

you to himself and to the body of all believers. Now, as the Law accuses, Christ brings you to 

terms with your accuser. He does not add a new layer of paint to your exterior but joins you to 

himself in the waters of baptism. Sharing in Christ’s death and resurrection, you no longer owe a 

price for your freedom. “For one who has died has been set free from sin” (Romans 6:7). Let go 

of your ego, and cling to Christ, for you are “dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” 

(Romans 6:11). Only in Christ can we set aside our own pride and reconcile with our brother in 

this new life. 
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 In every area where we fail to keep God’s Law, Christ fulfills it. In Christ, we understand 

that we cannot accomplish the Law ourselves. But Christ gives us new life through his own death 

and resurrection. Where there is only murder and decay on our part, Christ restores and 

reconciles. Only in this new life are we able to confess our sins so that “the Old Adam in us 

should by daily contrition and repentance be drowned and die with all sins and evil desires, and 

that a new man should daily emerge and arise to live before God in righteousness and purity 

forever” (SC 4.4). Christ’s righteousness is counted to us. We live in this gift and promise of 

Christ’s righteousness which far exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees. For Christ paid the 

last penny for the sins of the whole world, reconciling you to the Father so that you may be 

judged free from sin and alive to God. 

 Shortly before our reading, Christ taught, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matthew 5:6). The Law reveals our unrighteousness. 

Blessed are those who set aside their pride and their self-righteousness and find their hope and 

trust in the righteousness of Christ Jesus our Lord. So, as our hymn concludes, “We thank You, 

Christ; new life is ours, New light, new hope, new strength, new pow’rs. This grace our ev’ry 

way attend until we reach our journey’s end” (LSB 562). 

In Jesus name. 


