October 26 & 27, 2002

Exodus 20:13, Matthew 5: 21-22

“The Lesson of the Cyclops”

     Delmar, played by Tim Blake Nelson is just sure that the “Cyclops”, played by John Goodman, has murdered his friend Pete, instead of squeezing the life out of a frog. You see Delmar and the George Clooney character, Everett, believe that a trio of “sirens” turned Pete into a toad because of his having fornicated with one them. Delmar and Everett have carried the toad in a shoe box for several days, hoping to find someway to reverse the spell cast upon him that turned him into a toad. They meet up with a one-eyed Bible salesman played by Goodman who notices that Delmar and Everett have a pretty good bank roll. The Cyclops lures them to the country for a picnic, renders then nearly senseless from a beating with a tree branch. Goodman steals their bankroll and opens the shoebox expecting a larger haul and finds the toad. He crushes it with his bare hands. Delmar, sure that the toad is his friend Pete, nearly dead himself laments, “He killed Pete.” He collapses into a heap, physically harmed but he collapses more so emotionally, because he has just witnessed what he believed to be the murder of his best friend Pete. 

     We all are affected adversely by murders. The more spectacular the murder(s), the more spectacularly we are affected. It is front page news, Movies are made, books are written. There is almost a feeding frenzy on the desire to get the story, to hear the details. Some murderers even acquire a sort of celebrity status. You know their names, you remember their crimes and you shudder at the ferocity of their actions. You never forget them. Take David Berkowitz, “Son of Sam”, the 44 caliber slayer. He stalked the streets of New York City in the late 70’s primarily shooting young couples as they sat in their cars. He shot thirteen people. He was sentenced to 365 years in jail. He will be eligible for parole in the year 2107. John Wayne Gacy, known as the killer clown, he was a well liked and respected business man was found in 1976 to have buried the bodies of thirty victims under the crawl space of his north side Chicago home. He was sentenced to death and died by lethal injection in 1994. Albert Fish was electrocuted in 1936. He would later become the model for Hollywood’s Hannibal Lector. Fish cannibalized an unknown number of victims over several decades at the beginning of the last century on Long Island. Jeffrey Dahmer, followed in Fish’s footsteps. He was convicted of fifteen (15) 1st degree homicide charges in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in 1992. Dahmer’s confession of his crimes covered one hundred and sixty (160) pages. He was sentenced to 957 years in prison but was brutally killed by fellow inmate who was diagnosed as schizophrenic, found guilty of first degree murder and proclaimed himself to be the son of God. Ted Bundy, who killed over two dozen women in five states. He was the Florida State Chi Omega sorority killer who was executed in Florida in 1989. 

     In the past two weeks our nation has been gripped by events that have unfolded in and around our nations capital involving the serial sniper attacks. Since October 2, ten (10) people have been killed. Three (3) others have been critically wounded by a sniper using a .223 caliber rifle. Let us pray that this chapter in America’s history of serial killers is closed with the arrest just this past Thursday of John Allen Mohammad, 42 and John Lee Malvo, 17. 

 These out in left field, insane, psychopathic and sociopathic murderers can and do lead us far a field when we look at the implications of this commandment for every one of us. It is doubtful that there are any Dahmers or anyone practicing their riflery in the fellowship today but we might be murderers just the same.

      Humankind has always been involved in and fascinated by murderers. Since the beginning of time, murderers have existed. The first recorded homicide is found in Genesis, where Cain killed his brother Abel. However, prior to that, there was a murder of sorts. It happened when Satan, in the form of a serpent, deceived Eve and thereby brought death to the entire human race. We see in the action of Satan, the real strategy of Satan. He is here to kill. His goal, and the goal of all who follow him, is death and destruction. 

     This brings us to an important question. What does this commandment prohibit? Do we mean war, capital punishment, abortion, euthanasia, or self-defense? Is this what God was speaking of in the Sixth Commandment? Does the commandment prohibit not taking human life in any form and under any circumstances? And is it a commandment limited to actions alone, or is more involved? What about the attitudes and emotions behind the actions –– things like hatred, jealousy, anger, greed, arrogance, and callous words? Aren’t these also murderous attitudes that murder? If these are included in the Sixth Commandment, we may be more guilty of murder than we realize.
A boy once asked, "Dad, how do wars begin?" His dad replied, "Well, take the First World War, that got started when Germany invaded Belgium." Immediately his wife interrupted him. "Tell the boy the truth. It began because somebody was murdered." The husband drew himself up with an air of superiority and snapped back, "Are you answering the question, or am I?" Turning her back upon him in a huff, the wife walked out of the room and slammed the door as hard as she could. When the dishes stopped rattling in the cupboard, an uneasy silence followed, broken at length by the son when he said, "Daddy, you don’t have to tell me any more; I know now."
Do you understand what evil lurks in your own heart? Could there be a murderer living in your own house, and could it be you? Understanding the implications of the Sixth Commandment becomes extremely important if it encompasses attitudes as well as actions. You may think that this commandment does not apply to you since you have never physically killed anyone. But if this commandment takes into account evil thoughts, attitudes, and intentions, then we are all in serious trouble. What are the implications of the Sixth Commandment for us?
     The Sixth Commandment deals with the murderer in all of us. None of us are excluded from the range of its application. God gave it on Sinai. Jesus clarified its meaning in the Sermon on the Mount. As we consider its implications today, we may have to come face to face with things in our lives which we do not like to see or admit. But we must grapple with them. What about you? Are you willing to face the murderer in you?
You Must Encounter the Murderer in You
The first thing you must be willing to do is to encounter the murderer in you. It is a necessary and important encounter for each of us.
     It is important to understand the nature of this commandment. Listen to what God says: "You shall not murder." You may be more familiar with the translation that reads: "Thou shalt not kill." A better translation of the word from the Hebrew is "murder." It is clear in the Old Testament that God accepted capital punishment, war, and self-defense. What this commandment has in view is the taking of life for capricious reasons.
     Behind it all is the view that life is sacred. Notice what God says in Genesis 9:6 (NLT), "Yes, you must execute anyone who murders another person, for to kill a person is to kill a living being made in God’s image." It is clear from this passage of Scripture that life is sacred because it is made in the image of God. I believe that from the Scripture we can conclude that life in all its aspects is sacred. Therefore, to destroy life is not only a sin against man, it is a sin against God.
     Another important principle, which we must consider, is that attitudes precede actions. Since we are not robots, since we are thinking, feeling human beings with will and choice, our attitudes and intentions are key to our actions. It is in this area that we come face to face with the murderer in each of us.
     You see, there is more than one way to murder a person. Listen to what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount. "You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘You shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother, ‘Raca,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever shall say, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell." Matthew 5:21-22 (NAS)
It is apparent from Jesus’ clarification of this Sixth Commandment that we all may be guilty of violating it. Jesus cuts through to the real issue. He reveals that attitudes can be as harmful as actions. Indeed, attitudes precede actions. 
     Leonard Holt was a paragon of respectability. He was a middle-aged, hard-working lab technician who had worked at the same Pennsylvania paper mill for nineteen years. Having been a Boy Scout leader, an affectionate father, a member of the local fire brigade, and a regular church attender, he was admired as a model in his community. Until that image exploded in a well-planned hour of bloodshed one brisk October morning. A proficient marksman, Leonard Holt stuffed two pistols in his coat pockets and drove to the mill. He stalked slowly into his shop and began shooting with calculated frenzy. He filled several co-workers with two or three bullets apiece, firing more than thirty shots, killing some men he had known for more than fifteen years. When the posse found him standing defiantly in his doorway, he snarled, "Come and get me, you ________. I'm not taking any more of your _______!" Bewilderment swept the community. Puzzled policemen and friends finally found a train of logic behind his brief reign of terror. Down deep within the heart of Leonard Holt rumbled the giant of resentment. His monk-like exterior concealed the seething hatred within. The investigation yielded the following facts. Several victims had been promoted over him while he remained in the same position. More than one in Holt’s carpool had quit riding with him due to his reckless driving. The man was brimming with resentment — rage that could be held no longer. Beneath his picture in Time, the caption told the story: "Responsible, Respectable, and Resentful."
Attitudes lay the groundwork for actions to follow. Through our attitudes then, we may be as guilty before God as if we had committed the very act.
Jesus speaks of attitudes of anger, pride, ego, arrogance, and the like, as He expounds on the Sixth Commandment. He imposes the same judgment on the one with these attitudes as on the one who commits murder. You see, there is more than one way to kill a person. These attitudes also kill. They destroy a person’s dignity. They destroy a person’s self-worth. They kill a person’s spirit.
It is interesting the emphasis Jesus places on those attitudes that manifest themselves through our words. Take the arrogant egoistic attitude that causes someone to call his brother raca for instance. Raca means "empty-head" or "good for nothing." So when you arrogantly call someone an empty-head, blockhead, good for nothing, worthless, idiot, and things like these, check your attitude. Is it one of anger? Is it one of bitterness? Is it one of hatred? Is it one of prideful self-exaltation? Jesus condemns those attitudes as worthy of the same judgment as murder. He goes on to say that the kind of murderous hate-filled attitudes which cause someone to call someone else a fool causes the one having those attitudes to be deserving of hell. These are strong words indeed! But they come from the very mouth of Jesus. We must hear them.
Look into your own heart. What do you see there? Is there evil lurking there? Do you find yourself with attitudes that you should not have? Are there people you are angry with? Are there people you are bitter against? Are there people you hate? "He made me so mad I could have killed him." Beware! There could be a murderer in you.
What we see in Jesus’ words is a definite connection between physical violence and verbal violence. We can shoot people with a gun or with our tongues. We can kill them with bullet made of lead or bullets made of words. The origin is the same. It all comes from a hateful heart. God has made men and women in His image. When we depreciate them by hurling hateful, abusive, demeaning, insulting, and humiliating words at them, we sin against God. Who are we to decide that some people are not worthy, or valuable? What do we think we are doing when we call someone a blockhead, or loser, or fool, or some other epithet that is designed to put them down? Do we have the right to crush their spirits in that way? Absolutely not! When we look at the Sixth Commandment from this perspective, all of us must admit we are guilty at times of violating it. 
C. S. Lewis, in a paragraph from his book Mere Christianity comments on the really deadly sins:
The sins of the flesh are bad, but they are the least bad of all sins. All the worst pleasures are purely spiritual. The pleasure of putting other people in the wrong, of bossing and patronizing and spoiling sport, and backbiting; the pleasures of power, of hatred. For there are two things inside me competing with the human self which I must try to become; they are the animal self, and the diabolical self; and the diabolical self is the worst of the two. That is why a cold, self-righteous prig, who goes regularly to church may be far nearer to hell than a prostitute. But, of course, it’s better to be neither.
Our attitudes are key. What kind of attitudes do you harbor in your heart? If we are honest, we have to admit that there are murderous attitudes in all of us at times. They should grieve our spirits. What can we do about them? When you come face to face with the murderer in you, there is only one recourse.
You Must Execute the Murderer in You
You must execute the murderer in you. In other words, we must have a commitment to deal a deathblow to attitudes that depreciate human dignity and worth. We must deal a deathblow to attitudes and habit patterns that feed those attitudes.
Obviously we need to repent. That is the place to start. Humility and repentance will always deal a deathblow to arrogance and pride. And arrogance and pride is really where hatred begins.
After thorough repentance, however, we must then build into our minds and hearts attitudes that encourage and build up one another. These positive attitudes need to replace the negative ones. They will build into our lives new attitudes of love and respect for life.
We are told in Romans 12:2 (NLT), "Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will know what God wants you to do, and you will know how good and pleasing and perfect his will really is." Our minds must be renewed if we are to avoid murderous attitudes of heart. Those things, on which we allow our minds to dwell, will determine our attitudes of heart. If we dwell on the negative in people, their faults, mistakes, imperfections, hang-ups, even sins, we will come out with wrong attitudes of heart. But if we dwell on the positive, we may begin to see them as God sees them. In 1 Samuel 16:7 (NIV) it says, "The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart." Unfortunately it is hard for us to see the heart. Therefore we must choose to dwell upon the positive. That does not mean we do not see the negative. But it means we do not dwell on the negative. Rather, we dwell upon the positive.
Look at what the Lord says to us in Phillipians 4:8 (NAS): "Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things." These are the things on which we are to dwell. 
When we look at another person, we are to look for things that true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, of good repute. We are to try to find things of excellence and things worthy of praise. Everyone has good points. We should seek them out, and when we find them, we should choose to dwell on those things. By doing so, we will successfully execute the murderer in each of us.
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