
THE NEW AUTHORITY 

Matt. 5:21-48 

This Section of the teaching of Jesus is one of the most important in the whole New 
Testament. Before we deal with it in detail, there are certain general things about it which 
we must note. 

In it Jesus speaks with an authority which no other man had ever dreamed of assuming: 
the authority which Jesus assumed always amazed those who came into contact with him. 
Right at the beginning of his ministry, after he had been teaching in the synagogue in 
Capernaum, it is said of his hearers: "They were astonished at his teaching; for he taught 
them as one who had authority, and not as the Scribes" (Mk.1:22). Matthew concludes his 
account of the Sermon on the Mount with the words: "And when Jesus finished these 
sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teaching for he taught them as one who had 
authority and not as their Scribes" (Matt. 7:28-29). 

It is difficult for us to realize just how shocking a thing this authority of Jesus must have 
seemed to the Jews who listened to him. To the Jew the Law was absolutely holy and 
absolutely divine; it is impossible to exaggerate the place that the Law had in their 
reverence. "The Law," said Aristeas, "is holy and has been given by God." "Only Moses' 
decrees," said Philo, "are everlasting, unchangeable and unshakable, as signed by nature 
herself with her seal." The Rabbis said, "Those who deny that the Law is from heaven 
have no part in the world to come." They said, "Even if one says that the Law is from 
God with the exception of this or that verse, which Moses, not God, spoke from his own 
mouth, then there applies to him the judgment. He has despised the word of the Lord: he 
has shown the irreverence which merits the destruction of the soul." The first act of every 
synagogue service was the taking of the rolls of the Law from the ark in which they were 
stored, and the carrying of them round the congregation, that the congregation might 
show their reverence for them. 

That is what the Jews thought of the Law; and now no fewer than five times (Matt. 
5:21,27,; Matt. 5:33,38,43) Jesus quotes the Law, only to contradict it, and to substitute a 
teaching of his own. He claimed the right to point out the inadequacies of the most sacred 
writings in the world, and to correct them out of his own wisdom. The Greeks defined 
exousia (GSN1849), authority, as "the power to add and the power to take away at will." 
Jesus claimed that power even with regard to that which the Jews believed to be the 
unchanging and unchangeable word of God. Nor did Jesus argue about this, or seek in 
any way to justify himself for so doing, or seek to prove his right to do so. He calmly and 
without question assumed that right. 

No one had ever heard anything like this before. The great Jewish teachers had always 
had characteristic phrases in their teaching. The characteristic phrase of the prophet was: 
"Thus saith the Lord." He claimed no personal authority at all; his only claim was that 
what he spoke God had told him. The characteristic phrase of the Scribe and the Rabbi 
was: "There is a teaching that . . . ." The Scribe or the Rabbi never dared to express even 



an opinion of his own unless he could buttress it with supporting quotations from the 
great teachers of the past. Independence was the last quality that he would claim. But to 
Jesus a statement required no authority other than the fact that he made it. He was his 
own authority. 

Clearly one of two things must be true--either Jesus was mad, or he was unique; either he 
was a megalomaniac or else he was the son of God. No ordinary person would dare claim 
to take and overturn that which up to his coming had been regarded as the eternal word of 
God. 

The amazing thing about authority is that it is self-evidencing. No sooner does a man 
begin to teach than we know at once whether or not he has the right to teach. Authority is 
like an atmosphere about a man. He does not need to claim it; he either has it, or he has 
not. 

Orchestras which played under Toscanini, the master conductor, said that as soon as he 
mounted the rostrum they could feel a wave of authority flowing from him. Julian 
Duguid tells how he once crossed the Atlantic in the same ship as Sir Wilfred Grenfell; 
and he says that when Grenfell came into one of the ship's public rooms, he could tell 
(without even looking round) that he had entered the room, for a wave of authority went 
out from the man. It was supremely so with Jesus. 

Jesus took the highest wisdom of men and corrected it, because he was who he was. He 
did not need to argue; it was sufficient for him to speak. No one can honestly face Jesus 
and honestly listen to him without feeling that this is God's last word beside which all 
other words are inadequate, and all other wisdom out of date. 

THE NEW STANDARD 

Matt. 5:21-48 (continued) 

But startling as was Jesus' accent of authority, the standard which he put before men was 
more startling yet. Jesus said that in God's sight it was not only the man who committed 
murder who was guilty, the man who was angry with his brother was also guilty and 
liable to judgment. It was not only the man who committed adultery who was guilty; the 
man who allowed the unclean desire to settle in his heart was also guilty. 

Here was something which was entirely new, something which men have not yet fully 
grasped. It was Jesus' teaching that it was not enough not to commit murder; the only 
thing sufficient was never even to wish to commit murder. It was Jesus' teaching that it 
was not enough not to commit adultery; the only thing sufficient was never even to wish 
to commit adultery. 

It may be that we have never struck a man; but who can say that he never swished to 
strike a man? It may be that we have never committed adultery; but who can say that he 
has never experienced the desire for the forbidden thing? It was Jesus' teaching that 



thoughts are just as important as deeds, and that it is not enough not to commit a sin; the 
only thing that is enough is not to wish to commit it. It was Jesus' teaching that a man is 
not judged only by his deeds, but is judged even more by the desires which never 
emerged in deeds. By the world's standards a man is a good man, if he never does a 
forbidden thing. The world is not concerned to judge his thoughts. By Jesus' standards, a 
man is not a good man until he never even desires to do a forbidden thing. Jesus is 
intensely concerned with a man's thoughts. Three things emerge from this. 

(i) Jesus was, profoundly right, for Jesus' way is the only way to safety and to security. 
To some extent every man is a split personality. There is part of him which is attracted to 
good, and part of him which is attracted to evil. So long as a man is like that, an inner 
battle is going on inside him. One voice is inciting him to take the forbidden thing; the 
other voice is forbidding him to take it. 

Plato likened the soul to a charioteer whose task it was to drive two horses. The one horse 
was gentle and biddable and obedient to the reins and to the word of command; the other 
horse was wild and untamed and rebellious. The name of the one horse was reason; the 
name of the other was passion. Life is always a conflict between the demands of the 
passions and the control of the reason. The reason is the leash which keeps the passions 
in check. But, a leash may snap at any time. Self-control may be for a moment off its 
guard--and then what may happen? So long as there is this inner tension, this inner 
conflict, life must be insecure. In such circumstances there can be no such thing as safety. 
The only way to safety, Jesus said, is to eradicate the desire for the forbidden thing for 
ever. Then and then alone life is safe. 

(ii) If that be so, then God alone can judge men. We see only a man's outward actions; 
God alone sees the secret of his heart. And there will be many a man, whose outward 
actions are a model of rectitude, whose inward thoughts stand condemned before God. 
There is many a man who can stand the judgment of men, which is bound to be a 
judgment of externals, but whose goodness collapses before the all-seeing eye of God. 

(iii) And if that be so, it means that every one of us is in default; for there is none who 
can stand this judgment of God. Even if we have lived a life of outward moral perfection, 
there is none who can say that he never experienced the forbidden desire for the wrong 
things. For the inner perfection the only thing that is enough for a man to say is that he 
himself is dead and Christ lives in him. "I have been crucified with Christ," said Paul. "It 
is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me" (Gal.2:19-20). 

The new standard kills all pride, and forces us to Jesus Christ who alone can enable us to 
rise to that standard which he himself has set before us. 

 

 

 



THE FORBIDDEN ANGER 

Matt. 5:21-22 

You have heard that it was said by the people of the old days: You shall not kill; and 
whoever kills is liable to the judgment court. But I say unto you that everyone who is 
angry with his brother is liable to the judgment court; and he who says to his brother, 
"You brainless one!" is liable to judgment in the supreme court; and he who says to 
his brother, "You fool!" is liable to be cast into the Gehenna of fire. 

Here is the first example of the new standard which Jesus takes. The ancient law had laid 
it down: "You shall not kill" (Exo.20:13); but Jesus lays it down that even anger against a 
brother is forbidden. In the King James Version the man who is condemned is the man 
who is angry with his brother without a cause. But the words without a cause are not 
found in any of the great manuscripts, and this is nothing less than a total prohibition of 
anger. It is not enough not to strike a man; the only thing that is enough is not even to 
wish to strike him; not even to have a hard feeling against him within the heart. 

In this passage Jesus is arguing as a Rabbi might argue. He is showing that he was skilful 
in using the debating methods which the wise men of his time were in the habit of using. 
There is in this passage a neat gradation of anger, and an answering neat gradation of 
punishment. 

(i) There is first the man who is angry with his brother. The verb here used is orgizesthai 
(GSN3710). In Greek there are two words for anger. There is thumos (GSN2372), which 
was described as being like the flame which comes from dried straw. It is the anger 
which quickly blazes up and which just as quickly dies down. It is an anger which rises 
speedily and which just as speedily passes. There is orge (GSN3709), which was 
described as anger become inveterate. It is the long-lived anger; it is the anger of the man 
who nurses his wrath to keep it warm; it is the anger over which a person broods, and 
which he will not allow to die. 

That anger is liable to the judgment court. The judgment court is the local village council 
which dispensed justice. That court was composed of the local village elders, and varied 
in number from three in villages of fewer than one hundred and fifty inhabitants, to seven 
in larger towns and twenty-three in still bigger cities. 

So, then, Jesus condemns all selfish anger. The Bible is clear that anger is forbidden. 
"The anger of man," said James, "does not work the righteousness of God" (Jas.1:20). 
Paul orders his people to put off all "anger, wrath, malice, slander" (Col.3:8). Even the 
highest pagan thought saw the folly of anger. Cicero said that when anger entered into the 
scene "nothing could be done rightly and nothing sensibly." In a vivid phrase Seneca 
called anger "a brief insanity." 

So Jesus forbids for ever the anger which broods, the anger which will not forget, the 
anger which refuses to be pacified, the anger which seeks revenge. If we are to obey 



Jesus, all anger must be banished from life, and especially that anger which lingers too 
long. It is a warning thing to remember that no man can call himself a Christian and lose 
his temper because of any personal wrong which he has suffered. 

(ii) Then Jesus goes on to speak of two cases where anger turns into insulting words. The 
Jewish teachers forbade such anger and such words. They spoke of "oppression in 
words," and of "the sin of insult." They had a saying, "Three classes go down to Gehenna 
(GSN1067) and return not--the adulterer, he who puts his neighbour openly to shame, 
and he who gives his neighbour an insulting name." Anger in a man's heart, and anger in 
a man's speech are equally forbidden. 

WORDS OF INSULT 

Matt. 5:21-22 (continued) 

First of all, the man who calls his brother Raca is condemned. Raca (see rhaka, GSN4469 
and compare HSN7386) is an almost untranslatable word, because it describes a tone of 
voice more than anything else. Its whole accent is the accent of contempt. To call a man 
Raca (see rhaka, GSN4469; HSN7386) was to call him a brainless idiot, a silly fool, an 
empty-headed blunderer. It is the word of one who despises another with an arrogant 
contempt. 

There is a Rabbinic tale of a certain Rabbi, Simon ben Eleazar. He was coming from his 
teacher's house, and he was feeling uplifted at the thought of his own scholarship and 
erudition and goodness. A very ill-favoured passer-by gave him a greeting. The Rabbi did 
not return the greeting, but said, "You Raca! How ugly you are! Are all the men of your 
town as ugly as you?" "That," said the passer-by, "I do not know. Go and tell the Maker 
who created me how ugly is the creature he has made." So there the sin of contempt was 
rebuked. 

The sin of contempt is liable to an even severer judgment. It is liable to the judgment of 
the Sanhedrin (sunedrion, GSN4892), the supreme court of the Jews. This of course is not 
to be taken literally. It is as if Jesus said: "The sin of inveterate anger is bad; the sin of 
contempt is worse." 

There is no sin quite so unchristian as the sin of contempt. There is a contempt which 
comes from pride of birth, and snobbery is in truth an ugly thing. There is a contempt 
which comes from position and from money, and pride in material things is also an ugly 
thing. There is a contempt which comes from knowledge, and of all snobberies 
intellectual snobbery is the hardest to understand, for no wise man was ever impressed 
with anything else than his own ignorance. We should never look with contempt on any 
man for whom Christ died. 

(iii) Then Jesus goes on to speak of the man who calls his brother moros (GSN3474). 
Moros also means fool, but the man who is moros (GSN3474) is the man who is a moral 
fool. He is the man who is playing the fool. The Psalmist spoke of the fool who has said 



in his heart that there is no God (Ps.14:1). Such a man was a moral fool, a man who lived 
an immoral life, and who in wishful thinking said that there was no God. To call a man 
moros (GSN3474) was not to criticise his mental ability; it was to cast aspersions on his 
moral character; it was to take his name and reputation from him, and to brand him as a 
loose-living and immoral person. 

So Jesus says that he who destroys his brother's name and reputation is liable to the 
severest judgment of all, the judgment of the fire of Gehenna (GSN1067). 

Gehenna (GSN1067) is a word with a history; often the Revised Standard Version 
translates it "hell." The word was very commonly used by the Jews (Matt. 5:22,29,30; 
Matt. 10:28; Matt. 18:9; Matt. 23:15; Matt. 23:33; Mk.9:43,45,47; Lk.12:5; Jas.3:6). It 
really means the Valley of Hinnom. The Valley of Hinnom is a valley to the south-west 
of Jerusalem. It was notorious as the place where Ahaz had introduced into Israel the fire 
worship of the heathen God Molech, to whom little children were burned in the fire. "He 
burned incense in the valley of the son of Hinnom, and burned his sons as an offering" 
(2Chr.28:3). Josiah, the reforming king, had stamped out that worship, and had ordered 
that the valley should be for ever after an accursed place. "He defiled Topheth, which is 
in the valley of the sons of Hinnom, that no one might burn his son or his daughter as an 
offering to Molech" (2Kgs.23:10). In consequence of this the Valley of Hinnom became 
the place where the refuse of Jerusalem was cast out and destroyed. It was a kind of 
public incinerator. Always the fire smouldered in it, and a pall of thick smoke lay over it, 
and it bred a loathsome kind of worm which was hard to kill (Mk.9:44-48). So Gehenna, 
the Valley of Hinnom, became identified in people's minds with all that was accursed and 
filthy, the place where useless and evil things were destroyed. That is why it became a 
synonym for the place of God's destroying power, for hell. 

So, then, Jesus insists that the gravest thing of all is to destroy a man's reputation and to 
take his good name away. No punishment is too severe for the malicious tale-bearer, or 
the gossip over the teacups which murders people's reputations. Such conduct, in the 
most literal sense, is a hell-deserving sin. 

As we have said, all these gradations of punishment are not to be taken literally. What 
Jesus is saying here is this: "In the old days men condemned murder; and truly murder is 
for ever wrong. But I tell you that not only are a man's outward actions under judgment; 
his inmost thoughts are also under the scrutiny and the judgment of God. Long-lasting 
anger is bad; contemptuous speaking is worse, and the careless or the malicious talk 
which destroys a man's good name is worst of all." The man who is the slave of anger, 
the man who speaks in the accent of contempt, the man who destroys another's good 
name, may never have committed a murder in action, but he is a murderer at heart. 

 

 

 



THE INSURMOUNTABLE BARRIER 

Matt. 5:23-24 

So, then, if you bring your gift to the altar, and if you there remember that your 
brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar, and go, and 
first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. 

When Jesus said this, he was doing no more than recall the Jews to a principle which they 
well knew and ought never to have forgotten. The idea behind sacrifice was quite simple. 
If a man did a wrong thing, that action disturbed the relationship between him and God, 
and the sacrifice was meant to be the cure which restored that relationship. 

But two most important things have to be noted. First, it was never held that sacrifice 
could atone for deliberate sin, for what the Jews called "the sin of a high hand." If a man 
committed a sin unawares, if he was swept into sin in a moment of passion when self-
control broke, then sacrifice was effective; but if a man deliberately, defiantly, callously 
and open-eyed committed sin, then sacrifice was powerless to atone. 

Second, to be effective, sacrifice had to include confession of sin and true penitence; and 
true penitence involved the attempt to rectify any consequences sin might have had. The 
great Day of Atonement was held to make atonement for the sins of the whole nation, but 
the Jews were quite clear that not even the sacrifices of the Day of Atonement could avail 
for a man unless he was first reconciled to his neighbour. The breach between man and 
God could not be healed until the breach between man and man was healed. If a man was 
making a sin-offering, for instance, to atone for a theft, the offering was held to be 
completely unavailing until the thing stolen had been restored; and, if it was discovered 
that the thing had not been restored, then the sacrifice had to be destroyed as unclean and 
burned outside the Temple. The Jews were quite clear that a man had to do his utmost to 
put things right himself before he could be right with God. 

In some sense sacrifice was substitutionary. The symbol of this was that, as the victim 
was about to be sacrificed, the worshipper placed his hands upon the beast's head, and 
pressed them down upon it, as if to transfer his own guilt to it. As he did so he said, "I 
entreat, O Lord; I have sinned, I have done perversely, I have rebelled; I have committed 
... (here the sacrificer specified his sins); but I return in penitence, and let this be for my 
covering." 

If any sacrifice was to be valid, confession and restoration were involved. The picture 
which Jesus is painting is very vivid. The worshipper, of course, did not make his own 
sacrifice; he brought it to the priest who offered it on his behalf The worshipper has 
entered the Temple; he has passed through its series of courts, the Court of the Gentiles, 
the Court of the Women, the Court of the Men. Beyond that there lay the Court of the 
Priests into which the layman could not go. The worshipper is standing at the rail, ready 
to hand over his victim to the priest; his hands are on it to confess; and then he 



remembers his breach with his brother, the wrong done to his brother; if his sacrifice is to 
avail, he must go back and mend that breach and undo that wrong, or nothing can happen. 

Jesus is quite clear about this basic fact--we cannot be right with God until we are right 
with men; we cannot hope for forgiveness until we have confessed our sin, not only to 
God, but also to men, and until we have done our best to remove the practical 
consequences of it. We sometimes wonder why there is a barrier between us and God; we 
sometimes wonder why our prayers seem unavailing. The reason may well be that we 
ourselves have erected that barrier, through being at variance with our fellow-men, or 
because we have wronged someone and have done nothing to put things right. 

MAKE PEACE IN TIME 

Matt. 5:25-26 

Get on to good terms again with your opponent, while you are still on the road with 
him, in case your opponent hands you over to the judge, and the judge hands you over 
to the court officer, and you be cast into prison. This is the truth I tell you--if that 
happens, you certainly will not come out until you have paid the last farthing. 

Here Jesus is giving the most practical advice; he is telling men to get trouble sorted out 
in time, before it piles up still worse trouble for the future. 

Jesus draws a picture of two opponents on their way together to the law courts; and he 
tells them to get things settled and straightened out before they reach the court, for, if 
they do not, and the law takes its course, there will be still worse trouble for one of them 
at least in the days to come. 

The picture of two opponents on the way to court together seems to us very strange, and 
indeed rather improbable. But in the ancient world it often happened. 

Under Greek law there was a process of arrest called apagoge (GSN0520), which means 
summary arrest. In it the plaintiff himself arrested the defendant. He caught him by his 
robe at the throat, and held the robe in such a way that, if the man struggled, he would 
strangle himself. Obviously the causes for which such an arrest was legal were very few 
and the male-factor had to be caught redhanded. 

The crimes for which a man might be summarily arrested by anyone in this way were 
thieving, clothes-stealing (clothes-stealers were the curse of the public baths in ancient 
Greece), picking pockets, house-breaking and kidnapping (the kidnapping of specially 
gifted and accomplished slaves was very common). Further, a man might be summarily 
arrested if he was discovered to be exercising the rights of a citizen when he had been 
disfranchised, or if he returned to his state or city after being exiled. In, view of this 
custom it was by no means uncommon to see a plaintiff and a defendant on their way to 
court together in a Greek city. 



Clearly it is much more likely that Jesus would be thinking in terms of Jewish law; and 
this situation was by no means impossible under Jewish law. This is obviously a case of 
debt, for, if peace is not made, the last farthing will have to be paid. Such cases were 
settled by the local council of elders. A time was appointed when plaintiff and defendant 
had to appear together; in any small town or village there was every likelihood of them 
finding themselves on the way to the court together. When a man was adjudged guilty, he 
was handed over to the court officer. Matthew calls the officer the huperetes (GSN5257); 
Luke calls him, in his version of the saying, by the more common term, praktor 
(GSN4233) (Lk.12:58-59). It was the duty of the court officer to see that the penalty was 
duly paid, and, if it was not paid, he had the power to imprison the defaulter, until it was 
paid. It is no doubt of that situation that Jesus was thinking. Jesus' advice may mean one 
of two things. 

(i) It may be a piece of most practical advice. Again and again it is the experience of life 
that, if a quarrel, or a difference, or a dispute is not healed immediately, it can go on 
breeding worse and worse trouble as time goes on. Bitterness breeds bitterness. It has 
often happened that a quarrel between two people has descended to their families, and 
has been inherited by future generations, and has in the end succeeded in splitting a 
church or a society in two. 

If at the very beginning one of the parties had had the grace to apologize or to admit fault, 
a grievous situation need never have arisen. If ever we are at variance with someone else, 
we must get the situation put right straight away. It may mean that we must be humble 
enough to confess that we were wrong and to make apology; it may mean that, even if we 
were in the right, we have to take the first step towards healing the breach. When 
personal relations go wrong, in nine cases out of ten immediate action will mend them; 
but if that immediate action is not taken, they will continue to deteriorate, and the 
bitterness will spread in an ever-widening circle. 

(ii) It may be that in Jesus' mind there was something more ultimate than this. It may be 
that he is saying, "Put things right with your fellow-men, while life lasts, for some day--
you know not when--life will finish, and you will go to stand before God, the final Judge 
of all." The greatest of all Jewish days was the Day of Atonement. Its sacrifices were held 
to atone for sin known and unknown; but even this day had its limitations. The Talmud 
clearly lays it down: "The Day of Atonement does atone for the offences between man 
and God. The Day of Atonement does not atone for the offences between a man and his 
neighbour, unless the man has first put things right with his neighbour." Here again we 
have the basic fact--a man cannot be right with God unless he is right with his fellow-
men. A man must so live that the end will find him at peace with all men. 

It may well be that we do not need to choose between these two interpretations of this 
saying of Jesus. It may well be that both were in his mind, and that what Jesus is saying 
is: "If you want happiness in time, and happiness in eternity, never leave an unreconciled 
quarrel or an unhealed breach between yourself and your brother man. Act immediately 
to remove the barriers which anger has raised." 



THE FORBIDDEN DESIRE 

Matt. 5:27-28 

You have heard that it has been said: You must not commit adultery. But I say to you 
that every one who looks at a woman in such a way as to waken within himself 
forbidden desires for her has already committed adultery with her within his heart. 

Here is Jesus' second example of the new standard. The Law laid it down: You shall not 
commit adultery (Exo.20:14). So serious a view did the Jewish teachers take of adultery 
that the guilty parties could be punished by nothing less than death (Lev.20:10); but once 
again Jesus lays it down that not only the forbidden action, but also the forbidden thought 
is guilty in the sight of God. 

It is necessary that we should understand what Jesus is saying here. He is not speaking of 
the natural, normal desire, which is part of human instinct and human nature. According 
to the literal meaning of the Greek the man who is condemned is the man who looks at a 
woman with the deliberate intention of lusting after her. The man who is condemned is 
the man who deliberately uses his eyes to awaken his lust, the man who looks in such a 
way that passion is awakened and desire deliberately stimulated. 

The Jewish Rabbis well knew the way in which the eyes can be used to stimulate the 
wrong desire. They had their sayings. "The eyes and the hand are the two brokers of sin." 
"Eye and heart are the two handmaids of sin." "Passions lodge only in him who sees." 
Woe to him who goes after his %yes for they are adulterous! As someone has said, 
"There is an internal desire of which adultery is only the fruit." 

In a tempting world there are many things which are deliberately designed to excite 
desire, books, pictures, plays, even advertisements. The man whom Jesus here condemns 
is the man who deliberately uses his eyes to stimulate his desires; the man who finds a 
strange delight in things which waken the desire for the forbidden thing. To the pure all 
things are pure. But the man whose heart is defiled can look at any scene and find 
something in it to titillate and excite the wrong desire. 

THE SURGICAL CURE 

Matt. 5:29-30 

If your right eye proves a stumbling-block to you, tear it out and throw it away from 
you; for it is better that one part of your body should be destroyed, than that your 
whole body should go away to Gehenna. If your right hand proves a stumbling-block to 
you, cut it off and throw it away from you; for it is better for you that one part of your 
body should be destroyed than that your whole body should go away to Gehenna. 

Here Jesus makes a great and a surgical demand: he insists that anything which is a cause 
of, or a seduction to, sin should be completely cut out of life. 



The word he uses for a stumbling-block is interesting. It is the word skandalon 
(GSN4625). Skandalon is a form of the word skandalgithron, which means the bait-stick 
in a trap. It was the stick or arm on which the bait was fixed and which operated the trap 
to catch the animal lured to its own destruction. So the word came to mean anything 
which causes a man's destruction. 

Behind it there are two pictures. First, there is the picture of a hidden stone in a path 
against which a man may stumble, or of a cord stretched across a path, deliberately put 
there to make a man trip. Second, there is the picture of a pit dug in the ground and 
deceptively covered over with a thin layer of branches or of turf, and so arranged that, 
when the unwary traveller sets his foot on it, he is immediately thrown into the pit. The 
skandalon (GSN4625), the stumbling-block is something which trips a man up, 
something which sends him crashing to destruction, something which lures him to his 
own ruin. 

Of course, the words of Jesus are not to be taken with a crude literalism. What they mean 
is that anything which helps to seduce us to sin is to be ruthlessly rooted out of life. If 
there is a habit which can be seduction to evil, if there is an association which can be the 
cause of wrongdoing, if there is a pleasure which could turn out to be our ruin, then that 
thing must be surgically excised from our life. 

Coming as it does immediately after the passage which deals with forbidden thoughts and 
desires, this passage compels us to ask: How shall we free ourselves from these unclean 
desires and defiling thoughts? It is the fact of experience that thoughts and pictures come 
unbidden into our minds, and it is the hardest thing on earth to shut the door to them. 

There is one way in which these forbidden thoughts and desires cannot be dealt with--and 
that is to sit down and to say, I will not think of these things. The more we say, I will not 
think of such and such a thing, the more our thoughts are in fact concentrated on it. 

The outstanding example in history of the wrong way to deal with such thoughts and 
desires was the hermits and the monks in the desert in the time of the early Church. They 
were men who wished to free themselves from all earthly things, and especially of the 
desires of the body. To do so they went away into the Egyptian desert with the idea of 
living alone and thinking of nothing but God. 

The most famous of them all was Saint Anthony. He lived the hermit's life; he fasted; he 
did without sleep; he tortured his body. For thirty-five years he lived in the desert, and 
these thirty-five years were a non-stop battle, without respite, with his temptations. The 
story is told in his biography. "First of all the devil tried to lead him away from 
discipline, whispering to him the remembrance of his wealth, cares for his sister, claims 
of kindred, love of money, love of glory, the various pleasures of the table, and the other 
relaxations of life, and. at last, the difficulty of virtue and the labour of it ... The one 
would suggest foul thoughts. and the other counter them with prayers; the one fire him 
with lust, the other, as one who seemed to blush, fortify his body with prayers, faith and 



fasting. The devil one night even took, upon him the shape of a woman, and imitated all 
her acts simply to beguile Anthony." So for thirty-five years the struggle went on. 

The plain fact is that, if ever anyone was asking for trouble, Anthony and his friends 
were. It is the inevitable law of human nature that the more a man says he will not think 
of something, the more that something will present itself to his thoughts. There are only 
two ways to defeat the forbidden thoughts. 

The first way is by Christian action. The best way to defeat such thoughts is to do 
something, to fill life so full with Christian labour and Christian service that there is no 
time for these thoughts to enter in; to think so much of others that in the end we entirely 
forget ourselves; to rid ourselves of a diseased and morbid introspection by concentrating 
not on ourselves but on other people. The real cure for evil thoughts is good action. 

The second way is to fill the mind with good thoughts. There is a famous scene in 
Barrie's Peter Pan. Peter is in the children's bedroom; they have seen him fly; and they 
wish to fly too. They have tried it from the floor and they have tried it from the beds and 
the result is failure. "How do you do it?" John asked. And Peter answered: "You just 
think lovely, wonderful thoughts and they lift you up in the air." The only way to defeat 
evil thoughts is to begin to think of something else. 

If any man is harassed by thoughts of the forbidden and unclean things, he will certainly 
never defeat the evil things by withdrawing from life and saying, I will not think of these 
things. He can do so only by plunging into Christian action and Christian thought. He 
will never do it by trying to save his own life; he can do it only by flinging his life away 
for others. 

 


