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Introduction: Three Nights on the Couch 
 
It’s your third night on the couch.  
 
The reason is because you have an unresolved conflict with that special someone. You said, he 
said, she said.  
 
These things happen in life. People have different opinions, needs, and interests. Sometimes they 
just get tired and say things they don’t mean. But once they’ve said them, the words are out 
there.  
 
But the reason this is your third night on the couch is because your conflict has not yet been 
resolved. And the reason your conflict has not yet been resolved is almost certainly because both 
of you are too stubborn to take the first step.  
 
She’s over there feeling bad and wishing you would just make things right by apologizing and 
saying how wrong you were. You’re over here – you know, on the couch – feeling bad and 
wishing she would just make things right by apologizing and saying how wrong she was.  
 
So you stay on the couch. It’s cold there in the winter, and you never sleep very well there. But 
you, or some very stubborn part of you, would rather be cold, stiff-backed and tired than to go 
make an effort to set things right.  
 
Ah, the human heart. What a wonder. 
 
Jesus Has a Wonderful Plan for Your Life 
 
The good news is that Jesus loves you and me and has a wonderful plan for us. The bad news is 
that we have to be willing to do what he says. But being willing to do what Jesus says is what we 
have promised to do if, like our young brother Jackson Anand today, we have chosen to be 
baptized and to commit our lives to Jesus as our Lord.  
 
We are in the Sermon on the Mount this morning. Some of you may know that two of us in this 
congregation have undertaken major scholarly work on this passage, Matthew 5-7, the largest 
single block of Jesus’ teaching in the Bible. One of them is emeritus pastor Peter Rhea Jones, the 
other is your interim pastor, little old me, working with my mentor, the late ethicist Glen Stassen. 
 
Glen and I argue in our book Kingdom Ethics that the basic structure of the Sermon on the 
Mount has been very badly misunderstood – and that this misunderstanding very much messes 
up how people interpret what Jesus teaches here. When you look closely at the Sermon on the 



Mount you can both see why people commonly make this mistake, but also why they stop doing 
so.  
 
Take the passage for this morning, Matthew 5:21-26. 
 
You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder.’ (5:21) 
 
But I say to you that if you are angry with [someone], you are liable to judgment. (5:22) 
 
Generations of people were taught a “dyadic” or “intensification” or “high ideals” interpretation 
of this passage, which led to the interpretation:  
 
It is just as wrong to be angry with someone as it is to kill them. 
 
This was then treated as Jesus being really, really, really strict, and all of us being hopelessly 
condemned because we do get angry sometimes. It also led to the idea that it is always wrong to 
get angry.  
 
But is that really true? Have you ever been angry for a good cause, like because your rights were 
being violated, or someone else’s rights were?  
 
And didn’t Jesus get angry sometimes, like when he turned over the moneychangers’ tables and 
when he railed against the scribes and Pharisees? 
 
This interpretation also ignores what Jesus does with the rest of the passage. After describing an 
escalating pattern of anger, in which that first feeling of anger then gives way to escalating 
name-calling that is so intense it could lead to violence, Jesus then surprises us with this: 
 
So when you are offering your gift at the altar and remember that your brother or sister has 
something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled… 
(5:23-24) 
 
We were taught to think that what Jesus teaches us to do about anger is just strain really hard not 
to be angry. But what Jesus actually teaches us to do is…can you see it?  
 
As soon as you realize the other person has a problem with you (or you with them) – 
 
Take the first step and go try to make peace with them.  
 
The power of the teaching is heightened by the fact that Jesus places his audience in the Temple, 
and further places them at the very altar of the Temple getting ready to give a sacrifice. People 
didn’t go to the Temple every day and certainly didn’t sacrifice every day. The Temple was 
God’s house and the altar was the holiest place in God’s house.  
 
So for us the teaching might translate something like: 
 



If it’s Easter Sunday and the preacher is at the height of his sermon or the choir is at the 
height of its most majestic anthem ever, and you remember that you have an unresolved 
conflict with your mother, or your spouse, or your child, get on up and walk out of church 
and go get it worked out. Go and make peace.  
 
So Jesus teaches us, and not just here, to be peacemakers. One of the practices – one of the things 
that obedient Christians do – is to make peace. We are to be people of a peaceable character, that 
is, people inclined to resolve conflicts and make peace. We are to be people who do not rest easy 
with unresolved conflict but are restless until we make peace. People who look at our church, or 
at us as individuals, need to be able to see that our characteristic pattern is that we make peace. 
It’s one of those Things Christians Do. Is it true of you? Is it true of me? Is it true of us?  
 
And Now to the Objections 
 
Now that this is perfectly clear, I must make it much more complicated. I know that if you have 
listened so far you are already there with me. You are asking things like – but what about when it 
is better to let sleeping dogs lie, even if the sleeping dogs are lying on the couch? And what 
about when we’ve tried to make peace and been told to go away? And what about when 
confrontation seems to be needed rather than peacemaking? And what about those situations that 
go beyond our personal relationships – like in government or with legal issues or international 
relations. Is Jesus even addressing such issues? And you get a serious gold star if you are asking, 
what does any of this have to with Martin Luther King, who if he had lived would have been 88 
today and whose holiday is tomorrow?  
 
What a smart congregation. Glad you asked.  
 
Our second text this morning may help. It’s from the Old Testament prophet Zechariah:  
 
These are the things that you shall do: Speak the truth to one another, render in your gates 
judgments that are true and make for peace, do not devise evil in your hearts against one 
another, and love no false oath; for all these are things that I hate, says the Lord. (Zech 8:15-
17) 
 
This is a prophet speaking to Israel collectively – in other words, this is social ethics, not 
personal ethics. The clue is in the reference to the city gates, which is where people gathered to 
conduct business and do what amounted to government. If your neighbor was stealing your 
sheep, you took him to the city gate and hashed it out there.  
 
Right there at the city gates, then, “render judgments that are true and make for peace.” The 
social ethic, the governance ethic, is a peacemaking ethic. Collectively, in each neighborhood, 
village, and town, the people and their leaders need to do justice and make peace; they need to be 
people of good will rather than evil, they need to keep their promises.  
 
There is an intricate relationship between truth, justice, and peace. Let me illustrate with a 
homely little example. I once had a neighbor who traveled a lot and simply refused to make 
adequate provision for his very loud dog. The dog was free to go in and out all night long. 



Sometimes the dog barked all night long. There was no place in my house, no technology I could 
use, that could successfully block the noise.  
 
I can tell you for a fact that being deprived of my night’s sleep made me angry. It made me angry 
because I have a basic human need for a good night of sleep, just like anyone else. The county 
recognized this and made provision for it by passing simple noise and nuisance laws. My 
neighbor was in violation of these laws. These were good and fair laws, and they existed to keep 
the peace between neighbors. I sought to make interpersonal peace with my neighbor and to be a 
peaceable person, but there could be no true peace between us until this problem was solved.  
 
The Christian peacemaker seeks first to go, be reconciled, as Jesus taught. But Paul put in an 
interesting little footnote in Romans 12:21:  
 
Insofar as it depends upon you, live at peace with all.  
 
Sometimes we are perfectly prepared to live in peace with others. But for there to be true peace 
between us the other person has to stop doing things that hurt us. There can be no peace without 
a process involving you telling the other person that what they are doing is wrong, and asking 
them to stop.  
 
This, by the way, was something that Martin Luther King understood perfectly well. He was a 
serious follower of Jesus and took quite seriously his teachings about peacemaking. He was 
peaceable in his character and remarkably restrained when he was being abused.  
 
But peacemaking for MLK did not mean accepting injustice against himself or his people. He 
often said that the purported “peace” of a racist society is no peace at all – it is the peace of 
domination and powerless, seething submission to domination. This only appears to be peace if 
you are part of the dominating group.  
 
MLK was therefore taking peacemaking initiatives every time he made a speech or organized a 
march or a boycott or a rally. By speaking the truth about racism, and challenging unjust laws 
and social customs, he was seeking a breakthrough toward true peace between the races. By 
confronting injustice, he was making peace. And so of course he was very often charged with 
disturbing the peace, with being a rabble rouser. Those accusations were wrong, and came from 
the blindness of privilege.  
 
So that’s how it works – in a situation where you have been clearly wronged, Jesus is still calling 
you to take a step to try to make peace. But that step may not look at all like an apology. It may 
look like an urgent plea from you to the wrongdoer, who may be as close as spouse, parent, or 
child, for that person to make things right. That involves speaking the truth, seeking justice, and 
then agreeing to live in peace again when the issue is resolved.  
 
But this means that the shoe might easily one day be on the other foot. It may be a loved one 
coming to you and saying “I have a problem with you that I would like to talk out.” If they do 
this thing, which is pretty hard, you say, okay, let’s try to talk it out. You listen humbly and 
openly, to see if you indeed have truly been in the wrong and need to apologize. If so, that’s what 



you do. You hug it out and off you go into the true peace of reconciliation rather than the cold 
peace of a broken, frozen relationship.  
 
And isn’t this something like what God did for us in Jesus? God came to us and took an initiative 
to make peace. We were the ones who sinned against God but God was the one who came 
looking to make peace with us. We had to be confronted in our sin, but God made provision to 
deal with that sin and restore relationship with us.  
 
When we were far from God, God sent Jesus. The scripture says “You who once were far off 
have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace.” (Eph. 2:13-14).  
 
And indeed he is. Have you invited him into your life, to bring you peace with God and to teach 
you how to live in peace with others, and with yourself?  
 
 
 


