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Co-workers in God’s Service 
 

Text:   Deu 30:15-20 Ps 119:1-16     1 Cor 3:1-9     Mt 5:21-37 
 
This morning, our reading from Matthew is a portion of the Sermon on the 

Mount. This was a series of teachings where Jesus taught his disciples about the 
kingdom of God, how it differed from the world’s expectations, and just what was 
required of the citizens in God’s kingdom. 

 
Let me give a little background leading to this moment in history.  For 

about 500 years between the last of the prophets and the birth and ministry of 
Jesus, the Jews had been trampled on and oppressed by the powerful nations 
surrounding them. They were taken into captivity in Babylon, dispersed all over 
the Middle East and beyond, and at times, depending on who had command, 
they were not even allowed the freedom to worship in their own religious 
tradition. During the particularly harsh and cruel reign of King Antiochus IV, under 
the Greek Empire, the Jewish Temple was desecrated, unclean sacrifices were 
offered on the Altar of God, and the Torah was burned and forbidden.  For the 
Jews, the connection to their faith was almost completely destroyed. Then, the 
Romans conquered the land and took charge. With five centuries of turmoil and 
fighting for religious and political freedom, several sub groups had emerged. One 
of these groups, the Pharisees, became the self-appointed experts in the Law of 
Moses and they rose to hold a prominent position among the Jews. 
Unfortunately, in their pride and arrogance, they put their own spin on the 
interpretation of the Law.  

 
The Law was precious to the people. It represented the promises of God 

that had almost been forgotten. Once again, attention to God and his 
commandments became central to Jewish life. The Pharisees were only 
concerned with following the letter of the Law rather than on what brought glory 
to God.  In Verse 17 of Matthew, Chapter 5, which we heard last week, Jesus 
says “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets. I have 
not come to abolish them, but to fulfill them.”Jesus made it very clear to all who 
were listening that he was not here to do away with the Law. The Pharisees were 
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threatened by Jesus and his teaching on the Law. He taught the truth, but to the 
Pharisees, he was undermining their authority. Jesus took what was familiar to 
them in the Law of Moses and built on it to show what was necessary for his 
disciples.  

Let’s look at this passage. Jesus picks six subjects for further instruction 
(four are in today’s reading).  Each time, he begins with these words, “You have 
heard it said”, or “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago”. Then 
he adds, “But I say to you” and goes on to build upon the earlier teachings given 
to Moses by God.  The Pharisees focused on the outward intent of the Law, but 
Jesus cuts right through to the heart of the matter and teaches about the spirit of 
the Law. 
   

In the first of these subjects, we see the commandment, “You shall not 
murder”. But Jesus says- if you are angry with someone, as seen by your 
behavior, or if you even entertain angry, negative thoughts, you are also guilty of 
murder. Verse 22 says, “But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or 
sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, 
‘Raca’, is answerable to the court. And anyone who says ‘You fool’, will be in 
danger of the fire of hell.” The word Raca is Aramaic and is a word of contempt 
meaning something similar to calling someone stupid. 

 I wonder how well this was received by the people in the crowd that day. 
And Jesus goes on, in a style of teaching typical in his day, to expand and 
elaborate on his message. He tells them (and us today) that if they know 
someone has anger towards them, don’t wait for them to come forward, but go to 
them first and take care of these matters. In the kingdom of God, we are all 
brothers and sisters, and there is no room for anger or friction between us. We 
cannot harbor negative, derogatory thoughts towards one another. Our hearts 
must be pure and repentant. Jesus teaches us to love our neighbors and see 
each person as a child of God, created for God’s purpose. We cannot have this 
kind of love for others and still harbor angry or negative thoughts in the inner, and 
often hidden, places of our hearts. 

 
The next topic is adultery.  In Verses  27-28, Jesus says, “You have heard 

that it was said, You shall not commit adultery. But I tell you that anyone who 
looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” 
Whatever a person thinks, any impure thoughts arising from our hearts is the 
same as breaking a commandment. With so much attention on the outward 
obedience to the Law, particularly by the Pharisees, there was not much attention 
given to the inner purity of a man’s heart. We live in a world today where adultery 



is rampant, hardly noticed, unless you are running for a political office and your 
opponents want to derail your chances. The media is full of messages captivating 
and numbing us to the consequences of sexual sin and lustful attractions. We are 
lured in to buy products or to engage in activities that are not consistent with a 
pure heart and mind, and the world would have us think it is all okay. These are 
hard teachings and by now some of you may be squirming in your seat just a 
little, but if not yet, let’s go on to the next point. 

 
The next subject is divorce. In verse 31, Jesus says “It has been said, 

‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce. But I tell you 
that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, makes her the 
victim of adultery, and anyone who marries a divorced woman commits 
adultery.”This was a radical teaching. It only speaks to men because men were 
the only ones who could get a divorce in that day, but women are just as 
responsible. Men were allowed to divorce their wives and could easily obtain a 
certificate of divorce, but the practice had gotten out of hand and was abused. 
The only exception to the divorce rule was supposed to be in the situation where 
a woman was sexually unfaithful, before or during, the betrothal period Even that 
exception was inconsistent with the marriage commitment intended by God.  
Jesus teaches that in any case of divorce, both parties are guilty of adultery, the 
one divorcing and the one being divorced. Divorce is not the real issue here, but 
rather understanding that marriage is a sacred commitment between a man and 
a woman, instituted by God, and it is not to be easily broken. Jesus teaches that 
love is at the foundation of all we do or say, and that includes love of a spouse.  
Again, this is the intent of the Law and the expectation for those who follow 
Jesus, but sadly, it is taken all too lightly in our own culture today. 

 
The last subject speaks of keeping an oath, once made. The importance 

of keeping an oath is found in the teachings of Moses, but Jesus, again, takes 
this a step farther. He tells his disciples not to swear an oath at all, not to swear 
using God’s name, and not to make promises that might not be kept.  To put it 
another way, we are to speak honestly all the time and say only what we mean. 
In verse 37, Jesus says “All you need to say is simply ‘yes’ or ‘no’.” Again, today 
we are quite well adapted in the skills of manipulating, hedging, stretching the 
truth, saying what we think others want to hear, and many other ways of 
communicating to protect our own interests and fragile egos. Anything we say 
that is not coming from a pure and clean heart can be harmful to another and 
does not uphold this commandment. Jesus is saying that our words should be 
honest, pure and pleasing to God. 



 
What are we to do with these teachings? Can you just imagine the ones 

listening on that day, eavesdropping, as Jesus spoke these words to his 
disciples? I wonder how many walked away shaking their heads and thinking 
Jesus had to be some sort of religious fanatic. I wonder how many Christians are 
hearing these words today in their churches and only hear the more obvious 
meaning of the commandments. If we only hear the surface part, we might feel 
pretty good about how we live. After all, most of us are not murderers. However, 
once we realize the true meaning of what Jesus is saying, we all fall short, don’t 
we? Can we honestly say that we live our lives this way all the time-pure, honest, 
and humble? Never having an impure thought; never engaging in any 
conversation that might be harmful to a brother or sister; never doing something 
that could lead another person to sin; and never having any kind of negative, 
derogatory thought about another person. Jesus expects much from those who 
follow him. 

 
But, here is the good news for us, and it is good news indeed. Jesus did 

not leave us alone. He knew that we would not be able to live up to such high 
standards on our own because we are sinners living in a broken and sinful world. 
When we accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior, turn to Him with a heart of 
repentance, and intend to live a new life, He comes to live in us.  We carry his 
light and love into the world of darkness around us. He gave us the Holy Spirit to 
help us do what we cannot do on our own accord. We are in a process of being 
cleansed and purified from the inside out-circumcised in the heart, and being 
molded into a likeness that is more like Jesus. We can turn to God with gratitude 
and thanksgiving that we are not lost souls, but precious children, loved and 
embraced, by our Heavenly Father. He chose us to help him build his kingdom 
and that is why we are here this morning. He called us here to worship him and 
serve him. 

 
Recently, I heard an illustration that describes this relationship between 

Jesus and all of us as his disciples. Think of a toolbox for a moment.  Inside are a 
variety of tools-a hammer, screwdriver, wrench, drill, nails, screws and bolts. If 
your toolbox is anything like my dad’s, you might find all sorts of things, like rusty 
nails, little pieces of wire, string, toothpicks, patches for a screen, and other such 
treasures that will surely come in handy one day. Every item in the toolbox has a 
purpose and is useful for something, whether it is a big job or a small job. We are 
God’s toolbox. Each of us has an important job in the kingdom. Our Almighty God 
created each of us to fulfill a purpose for Him. Just as a tool can’t work without 



the builder, we can’t work without our Creator. We are in His hands. He chooses 
us. He sharpens us to do the work. He might even refine us in the fire to shape 
us just the way he wants us to be. Even if we see ourselves as a little screw, we 
are still necessary for the builder to build his kingdom.   In 1 Corinthians, chapter 
3:6, Paul says, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow”. 
Verse 9 says “We are co-workers in God’s service”. We are here to serve God 
and do His work, but by his hands and not on our own. We can trust God to make 
us into the true disciples he has called us to be, with clean and pure hearts ready 
to serve Him. 

 
I urge you this morning to meditate on the Holy Scriptures. Start with the 

Sermon on the Mount. Allow God’s Word to penetrate your heart in new and 
deeper ways. Take the words of Jesus seriously. Go beyond the outward 
meaning of the commandments and all the teachings of the Law and the 
Prophets and ask Jesus to show you the deeper meaning. He wants hearts that 
are pliant and readily available to be molded and shaped in his likeness. Pray 
that he will help you be more available for Him. This is not easy for us. We, who 
live in such a materialistic and self-absorbed world, are tempted everywhere to 
live more worldly lives, but by God’s love and grace, we can be true disciples and 
faithful servants of our Lord Jesus Christ. We can love one another and see each 
person with the potential to be transformed by the Holy Spirit. We can be the 
workers for the kingdom and the tools for the Great Builder to use. 
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