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Sermon – “Yes, Yes or No, No” - 2-16-2020 – Sixth Sunday after Epiphany 

Grace and Peace…We pause and reflect on what being a disciple means for each 

day of living,” we pause and reflect…Amen. 

"Your 'yes' to God requires your 'no' to all injustice, to all evil, to all lies..." 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer who made this statement (1906–1945) was a Lutheran pastor and 

theologian living in Germany during World War II. He was one of the organizers of the 

Confessing Church in Germany, along with Karl Barth and others who actively opposed 

the regime of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi oppression of the Jews. At one point, Bonhoeffer 

made the controversial decision to participate in a plot to assassinate Hitler. He was 

eventually executed for that offense and for helping Jews escape Nazism, just before the 

end of the war on April 9, 1945.  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer integrated theological consistency and compassion for 

others, especially those oppressed. He spent some time in the United States where he 

found the perspective of the African American Church refreshing in its passion for the 

meaning of discipleship. Bonhoeffer’s book “The Cost of Discipleship” is a study on 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and focuses on “cheap grace” versus “costly grace.” 

Bonhoeffer wrote, “Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, 
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grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.” (quoted in Christianity Today, 

February 7, 1994, p. 39). 

Bonhoeffer’s, as well as Jesus often caused controversy in their preaching and 

teaching. Bonhoeffer believed that it is in Christ’s weakness and suffering, not His 

strength that we are saved. Even though Pastor Bonhoeffer saw the works we do as a 

reflection of God’s Grace in our lives, he said that we are not justified by works 

(Galatians 3:10; Romans 3:28). Without the suffering of Christ there can be no salvation 

(2 Corinthians 13:4).  We hear Jesus calling for radical sacrifice from His disciples and 

that’s where we meet our Gospel from Matthew this morning.  In verse 21 of our text 

we hear Jesus saying some harsh words:  "You have heard that it was said to those of 

ancient times, ‘You shall not murder'; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to 

judgment. 22 But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be 

liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the 

council; and if you say, ‘You fool,' you will be liable to the hell of fire.” (Matthew 5:21-

22)  

Several times throughout our text today we hear Jesus saying: “You have heard it 

said…But I say to you…” Jesus is radical in his statements because he is confronting 

some long-held understandings. Bonhoeffer did the same as he challenged one of the 

most frightening anti-Christ regimes in history. Through it all Bonhoeffer remained 

faithful to God by loving and helping others to see the bigger picture of life and mission. 

Jesus is trying to help his followers and us to see the “bigger picture.”  

The gift of the commandments guides us in our pilgrimage on this earth and 

beyond - “to infinity and beyond” as is heard in the movie “Toy Story.” Jesus wants us to 
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see beyond the law to God’s bigger purpose for as disciples.  So, often we get stuck in 

the “law” and feel the need impose our “muddy” understanding of it on others and even 

self. When we do this, we miss God’s “Bigger Picture” of forgiveness and righteousness. 

Through Christ we are made “right” or “righteous” by God’s action first. Jesus came to 

fulfill the “law” of God, so to speak, by being vulnerable and dying on the Cross for the 

sake of the whole world. God’s law then is love through Jesus the Christ and that’s how 

we are judged – through the love of God.   

Abraham Lincoln's secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, was angered by an army 

officer who accused him of favoritism. Stanton complained to Lincoln, who suggested 

that Stanton write the officer a sharp letter. Stanton did, and showed the strongly 

worded letter to the president. "What are you going to do with it?" Lincoln asked. 

Surprised, Stanton replied, "Send it." Lincoln shook his head. "You don't want to send 

that letter," he said. "Put it in the stove. That's what I do when I have written a letter 

while I am angry. It's a good letter and you had a good time writing it and feel better. 

Now burn it and write another." " 

Through this illustration President Lincoln was trying to help his secretary of war 

to see the bigger picture and not let anger drive the words he wrote. President Lincoln 

also seemed to know that it was important to express one’s feelings and emotions before 

hitting the “send button” unleashing one’s unchecked emotions. When our words and 

emails and Facebook postings and text messages or even “old school” notes or letters are 

composed through anger or sadness or frustration or guilt, we lose sight of the goal or 

the bigger picture.   
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Jesus wants those hearing him to understand the bigger picture of the 

commandments and what it means to be a disciple.  “You have heard it said…But I say 

to you…this is what means to be one of my followers…” I find Jesus words in verse 36 

very enlightening; “And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair 

white or black. 37 Let your word be "Yes, Yes' or "No, No'; anything more than this 

comes from the evil one.”  Clear Yes’s and clear No’s are a practice of communicating 

effectively. You might be wondering what I mean by clear “Yes’s and clear No’s.” it 

means clearly stating yes or no without excuses, or justification for one’s response.  

“Clear Yes’s and Clear No’s” is about being open and honest with oneself and the other 

person without feeling the need to explain “away” or “defend” one’s reason for saying 

“yes’ or “no.” It is also important for each of us to understand what motivates our “Yes’s 

and No’s.”  

As a disciple Jesus is saying be clear first with yourself and then communicate 

your “Yes, Yes or your “No, No” to the other person and the world, doing anything else 

“muddies” the big picture – the focus of what it means to be a disciple. Our message of 

the Gospel then is to be focused on the Yes and No of God as we actively engage as 

disciples in this world.  

On the news this week I saw a story of Maj. Bill White served in the Marine Corps 

during World War II and survived the Battle of Iwo Jima in 1945. One of Major White’s 

most cherished medals is his Purple Heart, awarded to him because of being wounded 

exploded next to him. Major White’s daughter posted on Facebook that it would be nice 

if her dad would receive “104 valentines on Valentine’s day – one for each year of his 
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life. Major White and his family have been amazed by the response from others – he has 

received over 140 thousand valentines so far.  

Our message doesn’t make us right or righteous, God does that. When we reach 

out beyond ourselves, we are saying a “Clear Yes” to being disciples our daily world and 

beyond “To infinity and beyond!” Amen! 
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