Ought against thy brother

Matthew 5:21-26

21 ¶  Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment:

22  But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.

23  Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there rememberest that thy brother hath ought against thee;

24  Leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.

25  Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him; lest at any time the adversary deliver thee to the judge, and the judge deliver thee to the officer, and thou be cast into prison.

26  Verily I say unto thee, Thou shalt by no means come out thence, till thou hast paid the uttermost farthing.

Matthew 5:21

Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment: {by: or, to}

Verse 21.  Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time] toiv arcaioiv, to or by the ancients.  By the ancients, we may understand those who lived before the law, and those who lived under it; for murder was, in the most solemn manner, forbidden before, as well as under, the law, Ge 9:5,6. 

But it is very likely that our Lord refers here merely to traditions and glosses relative to the ancient Mosaic ordinance; and such as, by their operation, rendered the primitive command of little or no effect.  Murder from the beginning has been punished with death; and it is, probably, the only crime that should be punished with death.  There is much reason to doubt, whether the punishment of death, inflicted for any other crime, is not in itself murder, whatever the authority may be that has instituted it.  GOD, and the greatest legislators that have ever been in the universe, are of the same opinion.  See Montesquieu, Blackstone, and the Marquis Beccaria, and the arguments and testimonies lately produced by Sir Samuel Romilly, in his motion for the amendment of the criminal laws of this kingdom.  It is very remarkable, that the criminal code published by Joseph II., late emperor of Germany, though it consists of seventy-one capital crimes, has not death attached to any of them.  Even murder, with all intention to rob, is punished only with "imprisonment for thirty years, to lie on the floor, to have no nourishment but bread and water, to be closely chained, and to be publicly whipped once a year, with less than one hundred lashes."  See Colquhoun on the Police of the City of London, p. 272.

Matthew 5:22

But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire. {Raca: that is, Vain fellow}

Verse 22.  Whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause] 'o orgizomenov-eikh, who is vainly incensed.  "This translation is literal; and the very objectionable phrase, without a cause, is left out, eikh being more properly translated by that above." What our Lord seems here to prohibit, is not merely that miserable facility which some have of being angry at every trifle, continually taking offence against their best friends; but that anger which leads a man to commit outrages against another, thereby subjecting himself to that punishment which was to be inflicted on those who break the peace.  eikh, vainly, or, as in the common translation, without a cause, is wanting in the famous Vatican MS. and two others, the Ethiopic, latter Arabic, Saxon, Vulgate, two copies of the old Itala, J. Martyr, Ptolomeus, Origen, Tertullian, and by all the ancient copies quoted by St. Jerome.  It was probably a marginal gloss originally, which in process of time crept into the text. 

  Shall be in danger of the judgment]  enocov estai, shall be liable to the judgment.  That is, to have the matter brought before a senate, composed of twenty-three magistrates, whose business it was to judge in cases of murder and other capital crimes.  It punished criminals by strangling or beheading; but Dr. Lightfoot supposes the judgment of God to be intended.  See at the end of this chapter. 

  Raca]  hqyr from the Hebrew qr rak, to be empty.  It signifies a vain, empty, worthless fellow, shallow brains, a term of great contempt.  Such expressions were punished among the Gentoos by a heavy fine.  See all the cases, Code of Gentoo Laws, chap. 15: sec. 2. 

  The council]  sunedrion, the famous council, known among the Jews by the name of Sanhedrin.  It was composed of seventy-two elders, six chosen out of each tribe.  This grand Sanhedrin not only received appeals from the inferior Sanhedrins, or court of twenty-three mentioned above; but could alone take cognizance, in the first instance, of the highest crimes, and alone inflict the punishment of stoning. 

  Thou fool]  Moreh, probably from hrm marah, to rebel, a rebel against God, apostate from all good.  This term implied, among the Jews, the highest enormity, and most aggravated guilt. Among the Gentoos, such an expression was punished by cutting out the tongue, and thrusting a hot iron, of ten fingers breadth, into the mouth of the person who used it.  Code of Gentoo Laws, chap. 15: sec. 2. p. 212. 

  Shall be in danger of hell fire.]  enocov estai eiv thn geennan tou purov, shall be liable to the hell of fire.  Our Lord here alludes to the valley of the son of Hinnom, Mnh yg Ghi hinom. This place was near Jerusalem, and had been formerly used for those abominable sacrifices, in which the idolatrous Jews had caused their children to pass through the fire to Molech.  A particular place in this valley was called Tophet, from tpt tophet, the fire stove, in which some supposed they burnt their children alive to the above idol.  See 2Ki 23:10; 2Ch 28:3; Jer 7:31,32.  From the circumstances of this valley having been the scene of those infernal sacrifices, the Jews, in our Saviour's time, used the word for hell, the place of the damned.  See the word applied in this sense by the Targum, on Ru 2:12; Ps 140:12; Ge 3:24; 15:17.  It is very probable that our Lord means no more here than this: if a man charge another with apostasy from the Jewish religion, or rebellion against God, and cannot prove his charge, then he is exposed to that punishment (burning alive) which the other must have suffered, if the charge had been substantiated.  There are three kinds of offences here, which exceed each other in their degrees of guilt.  1st. Anger against a man, accompanied with some injurious act.  2dly. Contempt, expressed by the opprobrious epithet raka, or shallow brains. 3dly. Hatred and mortal enmity, expressed by the term moreh, or apostate, where such apostasy could not be proved.  Now, proportioned to these three offences were three different degrees of punishment, each exceeding the other in its severity, as the offenses exceeded each other in their different degrees of guilt. 1st. The judgment, the council of twenty-three, which could inflict the punishment of strangling.  2dly. The Sanhedrin, or great council, which could inflict the punishment of stoning.  And 3dly. The being burnt alive in the valley of the son of Hinnom. This appears to be the meaning of our Lord. 

Now, if the above offences were to be so severely punished, which did not immediately affect the life of another, how much sorer must the punishment of murder be! Mt 5:21.  And as there could not be a greater punishment inflicted than death, in the above terrific forms, and this was to be inflicted for minor crimes; then the punishment of murder must not only have death here, but a hell of fire in the eternal world, attached to it.  It seems that these different degrees of guilt, and the punishment attached to each, had not been properly distinguished among the Jews.  Our Lord here calls their attention back to them, and gives then to understand, that in the coming world there are different degrees of punishment prepared for different degrees of vice; and that not only the outward act of iniquity should be judged and punished by the Lord, but that injurious words, and evil passions, should all meet their just recompense and reward.  Murder is the most punishable of all crimes, according to the written law, in respect both of our neighbours and civil society.  But he who sees the heart, and judges it by the eternal law, punishes as much a word or a desire, if the hatred whence they proceed be complete and perfected.  Dr. Lightfoot has some curious observations on this passage in the preface to his Harmony of the Evangelists. See his works, vol. ii., and the conclusion of this chapter.

Matthew 5:23

Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there rememberest that thy brother hath ought against thee;

Verse 23.  Therefore if thou bring thy gift]  Evil must be nipped in the bud.  An unkind thought of another may be the foundation of that which leads to actual murder.  A Christian, properly speaking, cannot be an enemy to any man; nor is he to consider any man his enemy, without the fullest evidence: for surmises to the prejudice of another can never rest in the bosom of him who has the love of God in his heart, for to him all men are brethren.  He sees all men as children of God, and members of Christ, or at least capable of becoming such.  If a tender forgiving spirit was required, even in a Jew, when he approached God's altar with a bullock or a lamb, how much more necessary is this in a man who professes to be a follower of the Lamb of God; especially when he receives the symbols of that Sacrifice which was offered for the life of the world, in what is commonly called the sacrament of the Lord's supper!

Matthew 5:24

Leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.

Verse 24.  Leave there thy gift before the altar]  This is as much as to say, "Do not attempt to bring any offering to God while thou art in a spirit of enmity against any person; or hast any difference with thy neighbour, which thou hast not used thy diligence to get adjusted."  It is our duty and interest, both to bring our gift, and offer it too; but God will not accept of any act of religious worship from us, while any enmity subsists in our hearts towards any soul of man; or while any subsists in our neighbour's heart towards us, which we have not used the proper means to remove.  A religion, the very essence of which is love, cannot suffer at its altars a heart that is revengeful and uncharitable, or which does not use its utmost endeavours to revive love in the heart of another.  The original word, dwron, which we translate gift, is used by the rabbins in Hebrew letters Nwrwd doron, which signifies not only a gift, but a sacrifice offered to God.  See several proofs in Schoettgen. 

  Then come and offer thy gift.]  Then, when either thy brother is reconciled to thee, or thou hast done all in thy power to effect this reconciliation.  My own obstinacy and uncharitableness must render me utterly unfit to receive any good from God's hands, or to worship him in an acceptable manner; bat the wickedness of another can be no hinderance to me, when I have endeavoured earnestly to get it removed, though without effect.

Matthew 5:25

Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him; lest at any time the adversary deliver thee to the judge, and the judge deliver thee to the officer, and thou be cast into prison.

Verse 25.  Agree with thine adversary quickly]  Adversary, antidikov, properly a plaintiff in law-a perfect law term.  Our Lord enforces the exhortation given in the preceding verses, from the consideration of what was deemed prudent in ordinary law-suits.  In such cases, men should make up matters with the utmost speed, as running through the whole course of a law-suit must not only be vexatious, but be attended with great expense; and in the end, though the loser may be ruined, yet the gainer has nothing.  A good use of this very prudential advice of our Lord is this: Thou art a sinner; God hath a controversy with thee.  There is but a step between thee and death.  Now is the accepted time. Thou art invited to return to God by Christ Jesus.  Come immediately at his call, and he will save thy soul.  Delay not! Eternity is at hand; and if thou die in thy sins, where God is thou shalt never come. 

Those who make the adversary, God; the judge, Christ; the officer, Death; and the prison, Hell, abuse the passage, and highly dishonour God.

Matthew 5:26

Verily I say unto thee, Thou shalt by no means come out thence, till thou hast paid the uttermost farthing.

Verse 26.  The uttermost farthing.]  kodranthn.  The rabbins have this Greek word corrupted into ojnwydrq kordiontes, and qyrjnwq, kontrik, and say, that two twjwrp prutoth make a kontarik, which is exactly the same with those words in Mr 12:42, lepta duo, o esti kodranthv, two mites, which are one farthing. Hence it appears that the lepton lepton was the same as the prutah.  The weight of the prutah was half a barley-corn, and it was the smallest coin among the Jews, as the kodrantes, or farthing, was the smallest coin among the Romans.  If the matter issue in law, strict justice will be done, and your creditor be allowed the fulness of his just claim; but if; while you are on the way, going to the magistrate, you come to a friendly agreement with him, he will relax in his claims, take a part for the whole, and the composition be, in the end, both to his and your profit. 

This text has been considered a proper foundation on which to build not only the doctrine of a purgatory, but also that of universal restoration.  But the most unwarrantable violence must be used before it can be pressed into the service of either of the above antiscriptural doctrines.  At the most, the text can only be considered as a metaphorical representation of the procedure of the great Judge; and let it ever be remembered, that by the general consent of all (except the basely interested) no metaphor is ever to be produced in proof of any doctrine.  In the things that concern our eternal salvation, we need the most pointed and express evidence on which to establish the faith of our souls.

 (KJV)
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