
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: “Why We Gather: Growing a Community Devoted to God, Neighbor, and One Another” 
 
Sermon Title: “Hunger and Thirst” 
 
Sermon Text: Matthew 5:6 
 
Listener’s Journey: I want my listener to understand the path of righteousness as a journey of working 
toward right relationship with God and neighbor. 
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
But, what is “righteousness” and do we really want to be stuffed with it? Righteousness as a word or 
concept, after all, is easily associated with people who seek to “be right all of the time.” It’s true—some 
religious people in general and legalistic Christians in specific believe that hungering and thirsting for 
righteousness means you are to not only have THE answer for everything, their answer is God’s answer. 
Sadly, the “righteousness equals right answers” ethic, more often than not, has little nuance, rarely 
considers the complexities and ongoing learning about the human experience, and perhaps most difficult 
of all in regards to Christian legalism—doesn’t look anything like Jesus. 
 
This is why Jesus clarified that “righteousness as right answers” was not righteousness at all. It was only 
a few verses later where Matthew recorded Jesus as saying: For I tell you that unless your righteousness 
surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of 
heaven. (Matthew 5:20. NIV) The Pharisees and the teachers of the law were infamous for having things 
all figured out and drilled down into hundreds of enforceable laws that formed the basis of what we could 
call a “meritocracy with God”—obey all of the laws, God loves and blessed you more. Disobey any of the 
laws, and God will curse you. And, of course, if you break any of the codes and laws, you will be 
excluded from the community as well.  

 
Jesus not only broke most of those laws he taught his followers: you have to do better than this to 
experience life as God intended it! Meaning, that meritocracy was a completely inverted approach to 
righteousness. Again, sadly, most people who have been in the church (me included) have largely been 
shaped by a personal moralistic rule keeping meritocracy. Probably because it is easy to shame one 
another over petty sins and self-righteousness can feel strangely good. It’s a form of personal power, 
even as it denies God’s framework of grace given to us to transform our brokenness, not lawyer and 
shame it. 
 
*** 
In contrast to shaming, the practice of “seeing” our sin is to be honest (daily) that it is there and to 
acknowledge that it is not a surprise to God. Not even a little. And, ask deeper questions as to why we 
are either being tempted or stuck in some repeated pattern of behavior that betrays our belovedness. 
The inward journey of righteousness is not a meritocracy so God is not going to love us any more or any 
less, so we might as well be completely honest and do the inner work to get to the root of what is missing 
or broken in our lives that may be fueling our sin. And, then from that point and with the help of God, 
change course. 
 
“But, wait just a minute,” you might say—“I have read passages of Scripture that say God loves me more 
when I am more perfect. After all Jesus said, ‘be perfect like our heavenly Father is perfect.’” That 
reference is also in Matthew Chapter 5 after the beatitudes and is case in point to the deconstruction of 
meritocracy because of the broader context of that Bible verse. Right after Jesus teaches that we are to 
love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us, and the God’s goodness is given to good and evil 
people alike, Jesus says “If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? If you greet only your 
own people, what are you doing more than others…Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is 



perfect.”1 So, said in a different way--be more perfect in the way we love one another in our imperfections 
and sin! 

 
Righteousness is the journey toward right relationship. And, here is the deal (and why Scripture can be 
so challenging to read and interpret)—while there are some passages of Scripture that point to the idea 
that God loves us more when we sin less, and loves us less when we sin more. There are also scriptures 
that point to the exact opposite. They are mostly Jesus teachings and parables, but many Scriptures 
point to the idea that God loves us more when we sin and esteems us when we are honest about our sin 
and feels sorrow that we have to suffer its effect in our lives.2 Our creator doesn’t sit idly by, though, 
leaving us to wallow in our brokenness. We are told in Scripture by John, the fourth Gospel biographer, 
that the Holy Spirit of God convicts the world about sin, righteousness and judgement.3 The word 
“convict” can be turned by people in two directions, one toward judgement and the other toward bringing 
awareness. That is why John framed Jesus’ teaching on the Holy Spirit as God the Spirit being our 
counselor and our advocate. The word used by John is “paraclete” meaning “the one who answers the 
call.”  
 
God is never our adversary. We may be our adversary. Others may be our adversary. Sin may be our 
adversary. The trials of being human may feel like many adversaries. But, God is always our advocate 
and that is essential to remember such that we “see” our sin and seek renewal and not shame our sin 
and cause it to hide and spread because we are not honest about it being a part of who we are. Hear this 
idea stated most clearly: Sin is its own punishment. Think about that. And, while the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus tackles some of the deeper mysteries of sin and forgiveness on the highest level of 
our createdness, our wrestling with personal sin in our journey of relational righteousness with God is one 
in which sin is its own punishment, and God is at the ready to help and heal, forgive and restore.  
 
*** 
Sadly, this is how it goes for Christ followers who hunger and thirst for an outward journey of right 
relationship amongst all people groups of society and in regards to such important relationships as our 
relationship with the care of the earth and its resources. Name the topic, “ism” or phobia: mass 
incarceration, avoidable environmental disasters, racism, sexism, homophobia, and islamophobia--hope 
bearers who hunger and thirst for righteousness enter into those conflicts and are quashed, liberation 
advocates are expelled, and peace makers who hunger and thirst for righteousness get crucified. Most 
often by their own religious traditions.  
 
That is why it is so important to walk the outward path of righteousness less like a hero and more like a 
healer. (repeat) It is true that we need the courage of a hero, but we need the focus of healers because, 
like Jesus, the wounded healer, the fulfillment of righteousness is not a one-time win. The journey of 
outward righteousness is best paced out on the timeline of all our life in which we focus our resources 
and external energies on the areas of relational conflict that we sense God is asking us to lean into, and 
for which life experience has prepared us to sustain over time. 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. What comes to mind when you hear the word “righteous”? (Personal sharing) 

 
2. Jesus said “your righteousness needs to surpass that of the Pharisees.”  (Matthew 5:20) What did he 

mean by that? (Exploring the text) 
 
3. How “right” would you say is your relationship with God? How about others and in relationship to 

societies most difficult relational conflicts? (Direct application) 

																																																								
1 Matthew 5:43-48. 
2 Matthew 18:12. Aggregate of tax collectors and sinners narratives, etc. 
3 John 16:8. 


