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Stretch Goals 

Matthew 5:21-37 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, open our hearts and minds to your Word for 

us today. If I wrote anything that is not of you, let 

it not be received. Thank you. Amen. 

 

 In my first career as a teacher, I taught a 

self-contained class of fourth, fifth, and sixth grade 

students with learning disabilities who had fallen 

behind their classmates. I entered teaching with the 

ideal view that every child could learn to succeed, 

and I never lost that view. I truly believed these 

students could be taught to learn despite their 

challenges and they could catch up. They had 

normal IQ’s but different styles of learning. 

 I was surprised how classroom teachers, 

school psychologists, and parents lowered their 

expectations of the students due to the disabilities. 

I was told my expectations were unreasonable. 

One school psychologist told me I couldn’t expect 

most of the students to learn more than four or five 

months of skills in a year.  

 I didn’t accept their lowered standard. I 

challenged the students. I told them they needed to 

learn a minimum of a year and half in one school 

year if they wanted to close the gap and catch up. 

 Most of these children had had enough put 

downs that initially they weren’t sure they believed 

me, but they wanted it to be true. I set stretch goals 

and the kids and I worked hard and they met those 

goals. There was nothing more exciting than 

showing a student a one and a half to two-year 

gain in one year.  

 I loved to sit with the students one to one 

and show them their progress and map out the 

expected time frame for them to ‘catch up’ to their 

peers. After the first year of learning how to learn, 

their learning rate increased. They were so excited 

to discover that they could in fact be successful 

with the tools they’d been given.  

 Charles Duhigg, a Pulitzer-Prize-winning 

journalist, felt inadequate when he compared 

himself to Atul Gawande. Gawande was a surgeon 

in Boston, a professor at Harvard Medical School, 

and had three bestselling books, directed a center 

for health systems innovation and chaired a 

nonprofit organization to make surgery safer 

around the world.  

 After learning about Atul, Duhigg felt he 

wasn’t doing as much as he could. He said, “I felt 

like I was playing in the kiddie pool, while Atul 

was swimming in an Olympic [pool].” 

 How about us? Are we living life in the 

kiddie pool or the Olympic pool? Our goals define 

the answer. After studying people who 
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successfully accomplished a great deal, Duhigg 

wrote the book, Smarter Faster Better: The Secrets 

of Being Productive in Life and Business. His 

advice? To set big goals, stretch goals. He 

recommends breaking the stretch goals down to 

shorter-term more achievable goals. For my 

students, catching up began one assignment, one 

mastered skill at a time. 

 Now, this is church. We’re talking about 

growing as disciples of Jesus and becoming the 

person God created us to be. We’re talking about 

spiritual growth. 

 Have you ever set spiritual goals? In what 

ways are you working to grow in your relationship 

with God? Do you just hope it happens? Or are 

you taking deliberate steps toward a strong healthy 

faith walk? 

 Don’t try to tell me you are learning 

disabled in the faith area because no one at home 

taught you about Jesus or how to pray, you 

couldn’t get to church because it was up hill both 

ways and you’d have to walk bare foot in the 

snow, you didn’t have a Bible, etc. My response? 

You can overcome all that! It’s not too late to have 

a loving close relationship with Jesus and let him 

lead you into your best! 

 Much of John’s and my spiritual growth 

occurred after our children were in college, 

including the practice of praying together as a 

couple. When my daughter  married, she 

complained that because we’d never modeled 

praying together and her husband’s parents also 

never modeled it, they didn’t know how. She was 

naming her ‘disability.’ I pointed out that neither 

John nor I had models either, but we’d learned. 

Thankfully, this was a spiritual discipline they 

wanted in their marriage and they made it a 

priority. 

 So, I ask again, have you set spiritual growth 

goals for yourself? 

 At another point, John and I felt we needed 

to tithe. We figured out we were giving about 3% 

of our income. We set the goal to give 5% the next 

year, 7% the following, etc. until we reached 10%. 

After making the first increase, we decided the 

next year to trust God and set a stretch goal of 10% 

and God is faithful, and we’ve never regretted our 

decision.  

 Jesus was the author of establishing stretch 

goals. “You’ve heard,” he’d begin, and continue, 

“but I say.” Jesus doesn’t let his disciples, 

including you and me, remain in the kiddie pool. 

He expects growth. He invites us into the Olympic 

pool. He threw out stretch goals throughout his 

ministry. We’ll talk about a few of these today, but 

you’ll discover more in the Bible. 

 In Jesus’ teaching on anger, adultery, 

divorce and oaths in today’s reading, he contrasts 
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kiddie pool early conversion discipleship with 

Olympic pool mature discipleship. It takes one 

small stretch after another to change our poor 

habits. 

Concerning anger, Jesus said, “You have 

heard that it was said to the people long ago, 

‘You shall not murder, and anyone who 

murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell 

you that anyone who is angry with a brother or 

sister will be subject to judgment.” (v. 21-22) 

Now, we know that life matters. We want to live in 

a world where we don’t have to fear being 

murdered. 

But Jesus made it a stretch goal. He was 

talking about the heart of murder - anger. Jesus 

added that being angry with others was wrong and 

he expects us to control our anger. Anger drives 

acts of revenge and punishment which perpetuates 

a violence cycle that continues until we break it by 

an act of reconciliation. Jesus calls us to work for 

peace. He said that when we bring a gift to the 

altar and realize someone has something against 

us, we are to, “…leave your gift there in front of 

the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; 

then come and offer your gift.” (v. 24) Abraham 

Lincoln advised that the best way to destroy an 

enemy is to turn him into a friend. 

I doubt any of us can come to the altar 

saying no one has something against us. 

Thankfully, we know it is at the table of grace that 

we draw close to God’s forgiveness and receive 

help in forgiving others. Pray for help in breaking 

the anger cycle. Choose to work with God’s 

guidance in mending those relationships. 

Concerning adultery, Jesus said, “You have 

heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit 

adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks 

at a woman lustfully has already committed 

adultery with her in his heart.” (v. 27-28) We 

know faithfulness in marriage is essential. And, 

women, adultery isn’t just a male issue. This is for 

both genders. Jesus stretches this saying that even 

looking at another with longing and desire is 

adultery of the heart. Again, Jesus is going to the 

root cause before actions lead to adultery. Our 

minds and bodies work together.  

There is a thing called emotional affairs. 

Some think these are safe and ok because they 

aren’t physical affairs – at least not initially. An 

emotional affair is when one invests more of their 

emotional energy outside their marriage and 

receives emotional support and companionship 

from the new relationship. In an emotional affair, 

the person feels closer and better understood by 

this person than their married partner. Jesus calls 

this adultery. His stretch goal means we need to 

resist such affairs. 
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Next Jesus addressed divorce. Many of you 

have gone through divorce. You who have been 

divorced or are children of divorce can certainly 

see why the Bible addresses it. It is very hurtful. 

Jesus said, “It has been said, ‘Anyone who 

divorces his wife must give her a certificate of 

divorce.’” (v. 31) That seems to make it easy for a 

man in that culture to divorce his wife. Jesus didn’t 

want it to be easy for either the man or the woman. 

He stretched it by adding, “But I tell you that 

anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual 

immorality, makes her the victim of 

adultery…” (v. 32)  

Jesus cares about relationships and the 

consequences of broken relationships. Eighty 

percent of single parent families are headed by 

single mothers and a third of those live below the 

poverty level. Fifteen million children are growing 

up below poverty level and 19.7 million children 

are growing up without a father in the home. 

Divorce increases vulnerability.  

Does this mean that divorce among 

Christians should never be permitted? No. There 

are times when divorce is the best way out of a 

terrible relationship. Sometimes it is the best 

solution to protect family members from harm and 

damaging influence. But marriage shouldn’t be 

approached with an “If I don’t like it, I’ll throw it 

away,” attitude. Working for the health of the 

marriage is an important stretch goal. Thankfully, 

God’s grace and forgiveness apply to all of today’s 

challenges. 

John and I went through a tough time and, 

thankfully, John initiated us going to counseling. 

We learned great tools, particularly in the area of 

communication. My mother was married and 

divorced three times, and the communication style 

was yelling. I decided I’d never scream so I 

remained silent. John’s parents didn’t discuss or 

argue. They remained silent so he did as well. We 

never talked about the things that bothered us and 

that didn’t make room to improve things. We 

needed to learn how to communicate our needs as 

well as what we appreciated. It turned our 

marriage around. 

If you are struggling, consider counseling. If 

after counseling and other efforts, you find it best 

to separate, at least know you tried reconciliation 

first. 

Lastly, in today’s passage, Jesus addressed 

oaths. Jesus began with the kiddie pool level, “Do 

not break your oath, but fulfill to the Lord the 

vows you have made.” (v. 33) This encourages 

people to keep their promises. Broken promises 

break trust and can lead to anger. I feel bound to a 

vow that I made before God and this conference to 

uphold the historical doctrine of the UM church. I 

don’t feel God has released me from it. 
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Jesus stretched the vow keeping challenge 

further. “But I tell you, do not swear an oath at 

all...All you need to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’” 

(vs. 34 and 37) Jesus is saying speak the truth and 

not just under oath. Let’s drop the lies, the 

exaggerations and manipulations, and live by our 

promises. 

Jesus’ words on anger, adultery, divorce, 

and vows can challenge us, stretch us, and cause us 

to feel inadequate. But Jesus knows we can grow 

spiritually as his followers and he is with us 

helping us, guiding us, and encouraging us through 

the Holy Spirit. Jesus never set the standard to 

cause us to fail. He set the standard to encourage 

our growth in reconciliation, faithfulness to our 

spouses, strengthening our marriages, and 

speaking the truth.  

We won’t be perfect all the time. But at least 

we are striving for improvement and our 

relationship with Jesus will grow as we lean into 

his faithfulness. 

So, I ask again, have you set spiritual goals? 

In what ways are you working to grow as a 

disciple of Jesus? 

 

 

 

 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, we want to grow closer to you. Give us 

boldness to set spiritual goals and to make them 

stretch goals that we may grow as your disciples. 

Amen. 


