Gospel of Matthew
5:25-30
A Legitimate Selfishness:
Self-preservation
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I have talked to Christians, many actually, that have the wrong
idea about Christianity. They believe that
Christianity is fundamentally unselfish.
We are not to do anything for selfish reasons.
We are to be entirely altruistic – selfless. They
believe that pure Christianity is to be motivated
completely by the good of someone else.
It sounds right,.. but is simply not true. One thing that the
Creator does is deal with His creatures on the basis of the reality
upon which He constructed us. We are made to be motivated by
the concept of self-preservation and of gainful selfadvancement! These are not wrongful motivations, but right!
*I remember a movie called “Wall Street” where the movie’s
anti-hero, Michael Douglass, states his personal philosophy that famous line - “Greed is good”! It was a perversion of the
truth and an entirely cynical but not uncommon view of
capitalism. For me to start off this morning with “selfishness is
good”, makes me feel a little like I’m saying blasphemy! But
hear me out before tuning out.
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The scriptures are clear that God operates with us on our
level. As such, even the Lord’s prayer is a bit self-serving
if you think about it.
“Your Kingdom come, your will be done”
– we assume that if God’s perfect will
happens, WE would benefit from it because
we have a benevolent God. We wouldn’t
really want His will carried out on earth if we thought it
was hell-fire and brimstone – while we are still on it!
“Give us this day our daily bread” speaks to our most
basic need. Our bodies need sustenance, energy from
food. We HAVE to concern ourselves with finding,
preparing, and eating food, or our body will die long
before it’s normal life span. So, out of a sense of
preserving the self, we bring this before the throne of our
Creator/Sustainer.
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“…and forgive us our debts even as we forgive those
that deserve our condemnation and retribution”
[KHV] Our motivation for forgiving someone can
easily be the desire for our own
forgiveness by God Himself. He says in
Jn. 6:14,15, that if we are unwilling to
forgive someone, the Heavenly Father
will
not forgive us! That is a highly
motivating factor in granting
forgiveness. If I can’t forgive you just because it’s the
right thing to do, I probably CAN forgive you if it is
the prerequisite to being forgiven by God for my own
sins! Bottom line - if I don’t give up my grievance it
will cost me an eternal hell, I am more likely to be a
bit more pragmatic (flexible) about it!
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Analyze the whole concept of heaven and hell, and even the
various degrees of “heavenly reward” based upon the quality of
our works. It is based on what we want and don’t want for
ourselves. We WANT heaven, we
DEFINITLY don’t want Hell. Jesus
is the means by which we go to heaven
when we die. There is no escaping death, but we
can escape the consequences of our sins after
we die if we avail ourselves of Christ’s offer to pay for our sin
by standing in our place with a surrogate suffering, blood-letting,
and death. So, seeing and comprehending what is in our best
self-interest, we are motivated to place our faith in Him. It is the
wisest choice we can make. Furthermore, looking ahead, in
heaven we don’t want to be saved just by the skin of our teeth
(“as by fire”) but we hope for commendation and reward. Is that
selfish? Probably. But it’s not a bad thing – not a bad version of
selfishness. It is not greed, gluttony, self-aggrandizement!
[Ph’p. 2:3] “Selfish ambition/vain conceit”
[Heb. 12:2] “Who for the joy set before Him, endured…”5

Greed is gluttony. Gluttony is OVER-indulgence in
something that is otherwise good if used with
moderation and self-control. *Eating is good.
Gluttony/food-greed/OVER eating is not good.
In
the interest of pleasure, it is consuming far more
that we need, and that is bad.
Ungodly self-interest is the absence of any other interest
except self-interest. Because is is viewed as the greatest
good by many, it often is fulfilled at a cost to others, and
that is okay with them. They will sleep well. There is a
lot more ungodly self-interest in this world than godly
self-interest.
Godly self-interest is that which is a mixture of selfinterest and the good and gain of others. In other words, if
we do something that causes another to gain, it also gives
us what we want or need, even if it is just the pleasure of
watching and being a part of their gain.
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Love is uniquely connected to Godly self-interest. Love
can require that we sacrifice ourselves for the one we
love. *A father dives into the rip tide to save his child.
His primary, over-riding concern is for the life of his
child because of his love, but he also has a great
concern for himself. He does not want to lose
his child. The pain of the loss of a child is one
of the greatest sources of pain there is on this earth. So he
is willing to risk his life for his love. *A wife steps out
into traffic, risking herself to pull her husband back to
safety. Her primary concern is for her husband’s life, but
she also does not want their life together to end. She does
not want to be a widow. That is a combination of selfinterest and interest in the good of someone other than
one’s self. So she is willing to risk herself because of the
combination of these two very powerful motivations.
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Self-interest is how God deals with us. It’s just the
way everything on on earth and heaven works.
*Carrot and the stick / reward and
punishment to get a desired result. I know that I
prefer pleasure to pain and will do what I need to do to
gain pleasure, advancement, and honor, and to avoid
pain, loss, and shame. *If I put my hand on a hot
stove and discover how extremely painful it is, I
simply won’t try it again! On the other hand, if I win
the contest and receive applause, accolades (praise and
honors), the pride of my parents and the esteem of my
peers, I want to win again! The next contest, I will try
very hard to win, and repeat the pleasure of getting all
those nice things!
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Jesus abruptly goes from expanding upon the crime of murder in vs.
21-24, to speaking of being smart in the multi-layered area of selfpreservation. He begins with cooperating with the legal system – in
this case, the courts. In the interest of self-preservation and the
avoidance of a, potentially, even greater loss, He
tells us to try to setting out of court. It is not a big,
deep topic and does not even have it’s own caption
from the translators like murder does, but it is
coupled with the murder under the caption of
“murder” even though the two are completely
different. In speaking of legal disputes there are no explanations or
examples of what a court-worthy dispute may be about. Jesus is just
saying that if we remain resolute in not giving our adversary what
they are demanding, they may win much more than their initial
demands if it goes to court. He is saying that if you are wise in the
way things work, you will pay what they say you owe, and in doing
so will avoid the potential for a costly law-suit. We should not to be
so stubborn, and not to have to be so right, that we would take a
disputable matter all the way to court – unless, of course, we have to.
He is speaking common sense here that in many cases, its even more
important to have peace than it is to to pursue justice!
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Vs. 27-30 – There is a new topic that is directly
related to self-interest and self-preservation. It is the
topic of the misuse of sex. He starts
it off with the command regarding
adultery, and then moves right into
the wheelhouse of people everywhere for
all time – lust! Not everyone has committed adultery,
but most every adult has experienced sexual lust.
Christ has greatly expanded the command, harkening
back to his warning in vs. 20 – “…unless your
righteousness exceeds that of the Pharisees and
teachers of the Law, you cannot enter the Kingdom
of Heaven”
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Lusting, thinking about illicit sex, dwelling on it,
obsessing about it, is equated with adultery.
He is saying that if you are that obsessed, if
and when you are given the chance, you
would follow through and commit the act.
So He is pointing out the hypocrisy of not committing the
actual act of adultery but thinking about it, fantasizing
about it, playing around with the idea, wishing you could
with this person or that one! Then He goes into a good
example of what theologians call “overstatement”. In
overstating His case for the moral purity of one’s mind,
Jesus creates one of His most memorable statements – “if
your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and toss it away.
Better to lose one eye than to end up in hell” - KHV
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If you take this literally and gouge your one
eye out, you’d better get ready, because the
other one is going to have to come out too! Same
with the hands. Of course, it’s not an eye issue but a mind
and heart issue, and you cannot amputate your brain!
Jesus is simply telling us to look to our own soul!
Lust is extremely addictive. When you
allow yourself to become addicted, then
you are being controlled by dark and shameful secrets. If
you are being controlled by dark and shameful secrets,
then the last thing you are being controlled by is God!
Jesus is appealing to our self-protective instincts. Don’t
let something so mundane become the most important
thing in your life. It will ruin you! [Prov. 7:16-23]
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If you care about yourself, it is in your own self-interest to
not give yourself over to lust! Jesus makes it clear that
the pure in heart will see God! Avoid
being controlled by lust and maintain
a clean heart! On the basis of our own
self-interest, we simply can’t afford to
indulge our baser lusts. To displease
God is definitely not in our best interests. So, despite it’s
glamorous packaging these days, garbage is still garbage.
and living out of a dumpster is miserable! Uncontrolled
lust will surely derail our future and bring us heartache,
frustration, and hell! We certainly cannot follow our lust
and follow Christ simultaneously! For us it is one or the
other but you cannot have both! Joshua cried out to the
people “Choose this day who you will serve. As for me,
and my household, we will serve the Lord!
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