
Jesus on Murder, Adultery and Divorce (Matthew 5:21 - 32) 
 
Approaching the radical teaching of Jesus 
In this passage Jesus begins to describe in detail the radical righteousness that he calls his followers 
to embrace as people who belong to God’s Kingdom. We will no doubt be shocked and confronted 
by some (or all!) of what Jesus says here, and we don’t want to try to explain away his teaching or 
minimize the call on our lives. However, it does help to understand and apply what Jesus is saying 
when we read it in context, taking into account the following points: 

• Throughout verses 21-47 of Chapter 5, Jesus is giving examples of the righteousness that 
surpasses that of the Scribes and Pharisees, and which is essential for those who belong to 
the kingdom of heaven (see 5:20). 

• He presents his teaching as the fulfilment of the law (cf. 5:17) and in contrast with the current 
understanding of the Law as taught and practiced by the Scribes and Pharisees (note the 
pattern, “You’ve heard it was said to our ancestors… But I say…”). 

• Jesus’ teaching reveals that God is concerned with our heart and motivations, not just external 
rule keeping. He helps us grasp deeper principles underneath the commands of the law that 
give shape to God’s will for our lives, and we are to proactively pursue that good and 
righteous way of life, rather than just avoid ‘doing the wrong thing’. 

• In place of a set of rules and regulations that could technically be kept by very motivated 
people, Jesus presents us with an ideal of righteousness that encompasses behaviour, 
speech and even attitudes and thoughts. Jesus is not under the illusion that any of his 
disciples will be able to attain this moral perfection in this life, and yet, he calls us to pursue it 
with commitment and conviction. It is both the pursuit of this righteousness and our ‘poverty 
of spirit’ (see 5:3) as people who are well aware of our failures and need for mercy that mark 
us out as genuine followers of Jesus. 

 
Read Verses 21-26 
What is the issue underneath physical violence (and murder as the extreme) that followers of Jesus 
are to address in their lives? (V21-22) 
Note: Jesus is not specifying particular consequences for particular offences in verse 22, but rather the 
various consequences of v22 are all to be read as a parallel to someone being ’subject to judgement’ in 
v21. This highlights the parallel between the observable sin of murder, which the Law condemned, and 
the deeper sins of the heart, which the Law was not able to regulate. 
 
 
 
What positive characteristic is Jesus urging his followers to adopt through the illustrations of v23-26? 
 
 
 
à How does this contrast with the attitudes and behaviours of v21-22? 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Read Verses 27 - 30 
What is the issue underneath adultery that followers of Jesus are to address in their lives? (v27-28) 
 
 
What action does Jesus recommend in the face of such temptation, and why? 
 
 

à Jesus is well aware that gouging out one eye is not going to stop someone looking lustfully at 
others, let alone deal with the real issue, nor would cutting off a hand stop someone giving into 
temptation to sin. So what point is he making with these extreme sayings? 

 
 

Reflect... 
Where does anger, resentment and/or contempt surface in your life? 
 

è Are there relationships or circumstances where you think you are ignoring (or failing to take 
seriously) what Jesus says here? 
 
è How do you normally deal with anger and resentment? What could you do differently? 

 
 
Do you tend to initiate reconciliation when there is conflict in a relationship? Why / why not? 
 

è What’s the alternative to reconciling promptly with people, and why is it: 
a) Bad for us? 
b) Displeasing to God? 

 
è What are some of the limits on seeking reconciliation?  

(What is your responsibility, and what isn’t?) 

Reflect... 
What’s the difference between ‘finding someone attractive / appreciating someone’s beauty’ and 
‘looking lustfully at someone’?  
 
Who does Jesus hold accountable when a man looks lustfully at a woman - the man or the 
woman? 
è How should this shape and challenge the way we talk about issues of modesty and sexual 
harassment? 

 
What would it look like for you to take ‘extreme measures’ to be pure and faithful, whether you 
are married or single? 



Read Verses 31-32 
In the previous examples (murder and adultery) Jesus refers to a general command of God, but then 
reveals the deeper intent, which challenges superficial and hypocritical approaches to obeying the law.  
In verses 31-32, Jesus does something different. He refers to an example of case law (from 
Deuteronomy 24), which Jewish teachers had turned into a positive command, but which was only ever 
meant to provide guidance on what to do and what not to do in certain (non-ideal) situations. Jesus then 
contradicts this misuse of the law by providing a very different view on divorce. 
What does Jesus say about divorce, and why is this the case? (see also Matt 19:3-9 for a fuller 
explanation from Jesus) 
 
 
 
Consider:  
à Why does Jesus mention the exception of sexual immorality? Why would this be the only valid 
grounds for divorce? 
 
à How is divorce similar to adultery? How does it effectively lead to adultery in God’s eyes?  
(note however what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 7:15 to Christians who’s marriage partner is no longer 
willing to stay) 
 
 
 

 
 
Pray for each other in response to Jesus’ words in this passage. 
 

Reflect... 
How does Jesus' teaching on divorce in these verses relate to his comments on adultery and 
lust in verses 27-30?  

è What’s the ‘heart issue’?  
 

What does this tell us about: 
è Why we often seek to justify divorce? 
è The best antidote for divorce? 

 
 
Note: Divorce is a painful and complicated reality, even if the standard that God calls us to is very 
clear. If you have concerns, or questions about your own situation or that of a close friend who’s 
seeking your advice, please reach out to one of the pastors to discuss further. 
 


