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Matthew 5:31-48

We're in a section of the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus is giving examples of taking the laws from the OT deeper.  Whereas the OT laws 
all focused on outlawing outward behavior (i.e. "Do not murder.  Do not commit adultery") Jesus lets us know that God is really more interested in the thoughts and feelings that are the root cause of sinful behavior.  


The first example that Jesus gave was the OT law against murder (vv. 21-26).  The root cause of murder is anger.  So God would have us not just refrain from murdering anyone.  He would also have us refrain from holding on to anger.  And, to take it even further, God would have us try to patch things up with anyone who is angry at us - even if that means skipping church to heal a broken relationship.


The second example that Jesus gave was the OT law against adultery (vv. 27-30).  The root cause of adultery is inner lust, the intense desire to have sexual intimacy with someone.  So God would have us cut out of our lives whatever, whoever, wherever triggers us to have this intense desire.  And, to take it even further, God would have us cut out of our lives any thing, place, activity or person that is causing us to sin.

The third example that Jesus gave was the teaching against divorce (vv. 31-32).  Let's read what he said.


Read vv. 31-32


Does anyone see a connection between what Jesus taught about not lusting after a woman and this teaching about not divorcing your wife?  I think Jesus was reading some men's minds in his audience.  Some men may have been thinking, "Well, if it's wrong for me to lust after a woman who isn't my wife then I'll just divorce my wife and marry the woman I'm lusting after!"

Jesus came upon the world scene when the family unit was crumbling.  Due to the very lax morals that existed throughout the Roman Empire, divorce had become commonplace in the Roman and Greek culture of Jesus' day.  It was even common in the Jewish world.  There were two schools of thought on divorce in the Jewish culture in the time of Christ.  First, there was the conservative rabbinic school of Shammai which taught that the only legitimate reason for a husband to divorce his wife was if the wife was caught in the act of adultery.  But the second school of thought was the liberal rabbinic school of Hillel which taught that a man could divorce his wife for almost any reason at all - from cooking a bad dinner, to talking to other men in public.  And it was this second, more liberal, school of thought that was winning the day in Jesus' time.  In fact, the permanence of marriage was so uncertain in Jesus' time that many Jewish girls were actually refusing to get married.


Jesus challenged the popular liberal view that said, "All you have to do to get a divorce is give your wife a certificate of divorce."  This certificate was a legal document that released a wife from her husband, allowing her to legally marry another man.  Without this certificate of divorce (given in the presence of two witnesses) a woman was still considered married, even if her husband took on another wife.  So, without this certificate of divorce she would be committing adultery (punishable by stoning) if she ever married another man.


Jesus said, "Listen, unless your wife commits marital unfaithfulness your certificates of divorce are meaningless in God's eyes.  If she hasn't committed marital unfaithfulness you may divorce her in the eyes of the law.  But in the eyes of God she's still married to you.  And if she remarries both she and her new husband will be committing adultery in the eyes of God."


So, regardless of whether a husband gives his wife this legal certificate of divorce, or not, what does Jesus teach is the only legitimate reason for a man to divorce his wife?  "Marital unfaithfulness."

Okay, but what does "marital unfaithfulness" mean?  Surely, at the very least it means that she has committed adultery - she has had sex with a man who is not her husband.  But could it mean something else?  Jesus doesn't really define what he means by the phrase "marital unfaithfulness".  Could a woman, or could a man, be unfaithful in their marriage in other ways?  

I believe they can.  (Since Jesus didn't define what he meant by "marital unfaithfulness", I presume we are free to use our hearts and minds and define it the way our conscience understands it.)


The Greek word that Matthew used to translate Jesus' teaching here is "porneia".  Porneia in general means sexual misconduct.  It can include such things as adultery, fornication, incest, etc..  (Paul used this word to describe a man who was caught having sex with his step mother, in 1Cor. 5:1 .)

I believe we can define "marital unfaithfulness" as anything that violates the promises we made to our spouse on our wedding day of being sexually intimate and exclusive.  If we break those promises to be sexually intimate and exclusive then we are being unfaithful to those promises, and practicing "marital unfaithfulness", thereby allowing (but not requiring!) our spouse to divorce us.  This is always a sad thing, and no one that I have known ever entered a marriage hoping that this would happen.  Every couple that I've ever married had a 100% hope that their marriage would last forever.  Divorce is sad both to us and to God.  Malachi 2:16 will always be true, where God says flat out, "I hate divorce".

  
But, unfortunately, spouses can break their promises to each other - sometimes in ways that cannot be repaired.  When this occurs, I believe God sadly accepts it when the one who has had the promise to them broken initiates divorce - for the purpose of finding happiness once again.  I know that many, many, Christians do not agree with this position.  But, again, Jesus didn't define what he meant by the phrase "marital unfaithfulness".   I believe that, in this context, the Greek word for "marital unfaithfulness" (porneia) refers to anything that violates the promises we made to our spouse on our wedding day of being sexually intimate and exclusive.  

Marital unfaithfulness does not require a couple to get divorced.  It is an allowance for divorce, but not a requirement.  Hopefully a couple can work through the pain and hurt and remain married through forgiveness, prayer, counseling and patience.  


Neither does divorce mean that either one of the former spouses must remarry.  Perhaps God knows it would be better for one, or both, of them to remain single - freeing them to devote themselves to the Lord and his ministry (as in 1Cor. 7:32-35).


One website author I read concluded his study on these verses in this way:  "God recognizes that divorces will occur, even among His children. A divorced and/or remarried believer should not feel any less loved by God, even if their divorce and/or remarriage is not covered under the possible exception clause of Matthew 19:9. God often uses even the sinful disobedience of Christians to accomplish great good."  (http://www.gotquestions.org/divorce-remarriage.html)


(By the way, Jesus never taught that it is acceptable for a wife to divorce her husband because of the husband's marital unfaithfulness.  Literally, Jesus only told husbands of the one reason they could divorce their wives, not vice versa.  I'm not aware of anyone who holds to that position today.  Instead, we understand that Jesus was teaching in a culture that viewed women as the property of their fathers when they are single and the property of their husbands when they marry.  Today, most teachers apply Jesus' teaching to both husbands and wives, even though this was clearly not 

Jesus' intent.)


I think the connection between what Jesus just taught and what he teaches next will be obvious.  Verse 33.


Read vv. 33-37


What's the connection between Jesus' teaching on divorce and this teaching on making vows?  When we marry someone we make vows to them.  Jesus is telling us here how his disciples make vows.


What's Jesus saying here?  I believe he's saying that a disciple of his should be a person who keeps their word, without the need to swear an oath.   They shouldn't need to give any insurance, any proof, that they'll do what they are vowing to do.


That's really what is going on behind these verses.  In Jesus' day 
Jews would try to convince others that they would do what they've promised to do by swearing an oath to heaven, or to earth, or to Jerusalem, or to whatever, as a guarantee that they were telling the truth.  They'd say something like, "I swear to the holy city of Jerusalem that I will do what I'm promising you I will do."

But here's the deal.  Jews were only obligated to do what they swore to God they would do.  If they swore to anything but God then they could get out of it without penalty from God.  So, the whole thing about swearing to heaven, or to earth, was a sham.  It was meaningless.  It was, basically, a lie. 


Jesus is trying to teach his disciples two things here.  First, there's nothing that you can swear by that leaves God out.  If you swear by heaven, sorry - that's God's throne.  If you swear by earth, sorry - that's God's footstool.  If you swear by Jerusalem, sorry - that's his city.  You can't even swear by your own head.  Why not?  Because who made your head?  God.  God owns you, since God made you.  You can't even make one hair of your head black, or white.  (Without using hair coloring, that is!)  Do we see?  There's nothing that we can put up for collateral that God doesn't own.  So we better be careful when we take an oath.  God is listening!

But, second, taking an oath shouldn't be necessary for a follower of Jesus.  Taking an oath only shows that you're not trustworthy.  And Jesus is trying to teach us that his disciples should be people that others can rely on.  When a Christian says "Yes," that should be enough.  When a Christian makes a promise to do something they should just do it.  Jesus is saying, "My disciples shouldn't have to give any oaths, to guarantee that they'll do what they've promised to do.  My disciples are people of integrity."

Does this teaching of Jesus mean that Christians can't swear to tell the truth in court?  I don't think it means that.  We can swear an oath if someone else requires us to swear an oath, even though we know it's unnecessary.  But swearing an oath to guarantee our integrity should never be our idea.


By the way, if someone ever tells you, "I'll swear it on a stack of Bibles" show them these verses, and ask them why they feel that they need to prove how truthful they are!


Now, what do you do if someone makes a promise to you and doesn't deliver on it?  The human side of you may want to take revenge against them.  And this is where Jesus' teaching goes next.  Verse 38.


Read v. 38


We understand that, don't we?  An eye for an eye just feels right to us, doesn't it?  It feels fair.  We say things all the time like, "Let the punishment fit the crime," and, "They should get what they deserve."  It's only human to feel this way.  And, once upon a time, you could find support for this way of thinking in the Bible - Exodus 21:23-24 - "But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise."

But then came Jesus in verse 39.


Read vv. 39-42


The Exodus 21 "eye for an eye" teaching on revenge was actually a great advance over Israel's view of revenge prior to it.  Before God taught the "eye for an eye" Israel was free to punish people who had hurt them as much as they wanted to.  But in Exodus 21 God limited Israel's revenge to the amount of damage that was done to them, letting the punishment fit the crime.


But then came Jesus, who said that the OT law on revenge wasn't good enough for his disciples.  Instead, Jesus' disciples are to go beyond what feels natural and right, and (with God's help) do the supernatural by actually not resisting evil people.


Then Jesus gave us three examples of what he means.


First, can I have a volunteer?  [Volunteer comes up.]  Jesus talks about someone hitting us on which cheek?  On the right cheek.  Now, most people are right handed.  So, what do you have to do to hit me with your right hand on my right cheek?  You'd have to hit me backhanded, right?  And that's exactly the Greek word that Matthew uses for "strikes" in verse 39.  "Rhapizo" means a backhanded slap to the face.


Now, in Jesus' culture, a backhanded slap to the face meant something.  It was a double insult to slap someone with your backhand to their face.  And that's the issue that Jesus mentions as example #1.  Jesus isn't talking so much about what we should do when someone hits us, as much as he's talking about what we should do when someone insults us.  Example #1 is about taking revenge against someone who insults us.


So, what kind of revenge does Jesus allow us when someone insults us?  None.  The human side of us says to insult them back.  We shouldn't take an insult lying down.  We should give an eye for an eye and let 'em have it!

But Jesus is telling us, "No, that's not good enough for you.  When someone insults you, don't insult them back.  Instead, if they want to insult you again, let them.  Give them the other cheek to slap.  But whatever you do, don't burn bridges with them.  Keep the door open to reconciliation."


Before we go on to the second example, let's remember that Jesus did NOT teach Christians to be doormats.  A doormat is something that anyone can walk on at any time.  That's not us.  When people abuse us, however, we now have a choice:  either we flee to protect ourselves [as in the case of physical abuse; Jesus did this when they tried to stone him to death after preaching in his hometown synagogue in Nazareth], or we allow them to abuse us again if we believe it will keep the door open to reconciliation [Jesus did this too, when he let Herod's and Pilate's soldiers abuse him and, ultimately, nail him to a cross].

The second example that Jesus gives us is in v. 40.


Re-read v. 40


The "tunic" was the common undergarment of Jesus' day.  It was like a long t-shirt.  Even the poor would have several tunics.  The "cloak", however, was what a Jew wore on the outside.  Usually a person had only one cloak.  During the day they'd wear it as a robe.  At night they'd use it as a blanket to sleep under.  Cloaks were very important.  In fact, the OT forbids Jews from taking other Jews cloaks away from them permanently.  

If you take your neighbor's cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, because his cloak is the only covering he has for his body. What else will he sleep in? When he cries out to me, I will hear, for I am compassionate. (Exodus 22:26-27)

So, what's Jesus really saying in verse 40?  More than talking about what to do when someone sues you, Jesus is talking about what to do when someone hurts you by taking what is yours.  Jesus' teaching comes down to this:  "If they take something small from you, give them something big, something that you have every right to keep."

Again, we are not doormats.  We don't have to give away our cloaks to every person who takes our tunics.  But sometimes this is what love requires us to do.


To those who don't know any better, it looks like Christians who follow these teachings of Jesus are wimps who let people insult them and let people take things away from them.  To the untrained eye it looks like we're weaklings who can't, or won't, fight back.  But when you study the Sermon on the Mount closely, like we're doing, you begin to see that it takes superhuman strength to live this way.  It's so easy to fight back when someone insults us, or takes things from us.  Fighting back comes naturally to us.  It takes no effort at all.  But living like Jesus is telling us to live takes God's grace/power. 

And let's agree at this point that Jesus isn't really talking about how we respond when total strangers want to hurt us, or take something from us.  These are people with whom we have an ongoing relationship. 


Example #3 also falls in the category of "what to do when someone hurts you."


Re-read vv. 41-42


Again, it's helpful to know some of the Greek words that Matthew chose to use here, and some of the cultural stuff going on behind the scenes.  The Greek word for "forces" in v. 41 (aggareuein) refers to being ordered to do something by an occupying army.  When Simon of Cyrene was "forced" to carry the cross of Jesus the rest of the way up Golgotha the same Greek word was used. 


So, Jesus is talking here about a soldier, (in his time period it was a Roman soldier), forcing you to (for example) carry his gear for a mile.  Why a mile?  Because Jesus knew that that was the legal limit in which Roman soldiers were allowed to force citizens to carry things for them, one mile.  Jesus is saying that if this happens to you, don't argue back, don't resist, don't seek revenge of any kind (like stabbing this soldier in the back late at night).  
Instead, Jesus is saying, whenever someone forces you to do something for them do more than you're being asked to do.  Do more.  Take the initiative.  Be proactive.  Show them . . . love.  Don't hate them, even if they treat you meanly.  "Go the extra mile" to keep those doors of reconciliation open.

How difficult this teaching would have been for Jesus' listeners, to carry a Roman soldiers' gear (for example) twice as far as he's ordering you to carry it!  And we can relate!  We've all had bosses who took advantage of their position of power over us, and forced us to do menial things for them.  Many of us have had coaches who did the same thing in high school, or college.  It's hard to put that human pride aside and say, "Tell you what, I'll do even more for you than you're forcing me to do."


Why does Jesus want us to live like this?  Maybe it's to stimulate the curiosity of those who would abuse us, to make them wonder why we're living like this.  Then, maybe they'll ask us why we live like this, and we'll get to tell them about Jesus.  And just maybe we'll be reconciled.  We need to do all we can to be peoples' friends, not their enemies.  God is always on the side of reconciliation. 

Verse 43.


Read v. 43


By the way, have you noticed that Jesus hasn't been quoting any of the Ten Commandments in these recent verses?  His words in verse 31 about divorce weren't from the Ten Commandments.  Neither were his words in verse 33 about not breaking oaths.  And his words in verse 38 about "an eye for an eye" aren't in the Ten Commandments either.  Jesus is taking random teachings from the OT and expanding on them, taking them deeper, taking them to their fulfillment.


Jesus' words in verse 43 have a quotation.  Who knows where the quotation in verse 43 comes from, in the OT?  Leviticus 19:18, right?  (Footnote "a".)  But where does the phrase "and hate your enemies" come from, in the OT?  Nowhere.  Nowhere in the OT does God ever tell Israel to hate their enemies.  Then why did Jesus suggest that this is what the OT says?  No one knows for sure.  But some think there are so many passages in the OT where people express their hatred of their enemies that, after centuries, Israel came to believe that this hatred was okay - that hating your enemies actually IS sanctioned in the OT.  For instance, David's words in Psalm 139 -

19If only you would slay the wicked, O God!

Away from me, you bloodthirsty men!

20They speak of you with evil intent;

your adversaries misuse your name.

21Do I not hate those who hate you, O LORD,

and abhor those who rise up against you?

22I have nothing but hatred for them;

I count them my enemies.

23Search me, O God, and know my heart;

test me and know my anxious thoughts.

24See if there is any offensive way in me,

and lead me in the way everlasting.


Surely, it's hard for us to understand how David could be expressing his hatred for his enemies in one breath, and in the next breath ask God to show him if there is anything "offensive" in his way of thinking!


How could David be so blind?  Here's how.  In all of the OT, God never once told Israel to love their enemies.  So it probably wasn't difficult at all for David, and others, to conclude (therefore) that it's okay to hate their enemies.  When it comes to treating their enemies, the OT has left Israel with a "hole" in their belief system.  So Jesus has come to fill in that hole in their incomplete theology.  And he's going to fill it in with one word.  

Read vv. 43-45


Now, the Greeks were word geeks.  They loved looking at a word and highlighting the nuances of that word, and making up additional words to cover those nuances.  For instance, we have one word for love.  The Greeks have four (major) words for "love".  They are:


a.  Philia - the dispassionate and pure love that we have for our family and friends.  It's where the word "Philadelphia" comes from.


b.  Storge - the more passionate and affectionate love you have for your closest family members.


c.  Eros - very passionate and sensual love that you have for someone to whom you're sexually attracted.  It's where the word "erotic" comes from.


d.  Agape - before Christians used this word "agape" simply meant to really, really, like someone, or something.  Greeks used agape to express how they felt about their spouse, or a really good meal.  But Matthew, the other gospel writers, and the apostle Paul, used this word to express what Jesus meant by love - total and endless commitment to someone, resulting in sacrificing yourself for them.  "Endless commitment to someone" means that you love them no matter what they do to you.  Agape Christian love is, therefore, unconditional, unending and undeserved positive regard.


[Show video clip from www.sermonspice.com   "Agape".]


Agape Christian love is unconditional, unending and undeserved positive regard. - sounds like the ONLY kind of love we COULD have for an enemy, doesn't it?  Enemies don't deserve our love at all.  Yet this is what Jesus calls us to do - love our enemies. 

And he calls us to pray for them.  If we love our enemies, Jesus says we will pray for them.  Not against them.  FOR them.  Do you and I practice that?  Do we pray for people who are trying to be our enemies?  


I'd like us to practice this kind of prayer now.  I want to invite you to think of a person, or people, who don't like you for whatever reason.  Maybe they're actively working against you, or maybe it's just a quiet dislike they have for you.  Think of a person, or people, who don't like you for whatever reason.  And, simply say a prayer for them, for their welfare, for their happiness.  (I'm assuming that there's no one in your life that YOU don't like, that YOU have turned into an enemy.  If there is, then pray for them too.)

[Pray for our enemies.]


What kinds of things does it do inside of you when you pray FOR the people who are trying to be your enemies?


a.  It prevents you from looking at them as your enemies.


b.  It keeps the door of your heart open to them.


c.  It stops you from plotting all kinds of evil against them.


d.  


Do we understand that sons and daughters of God do not choose to have enemies?  We only have people who aren't quite our friends yet.


Now, what is there about God, according to Jesus' words in v. 45, 
that should inspire us to love all people in the same way, with agape?  It's this - that's how God loves people.  God loves all people in the same way!  He gives sunshine and rain to both good and evil people.  Did you ever notice how green the lawns of even the meanest people in your neighborhood are?  Why is that?  It's because God sends them the same sunshine and rain that he sends you!  Think about that for a second.  God doesn't have to treat all people even handedly, giving the same blessings of this world to good and to evil people.  God could punish evil people in this world, and reward the righteous.  But he doesn't do that.  He loves all people in the same way.  Why?  Isn't it because God wants a good relationship with everyone - the most religious and pure person you could think of, as well as the drug dealer and pimp.  He wants a relationship with everyone, so he gives the same blessings to everyone, keeping the door open between him and everyone.  

GOD LOVES EVERYONE THE SAME.  He sent his son, Jesus, to die on the cross for both the Mother Theresas among us and for the Adolph Hitlers among us.  And Jesus' point is this, "Shouldn't you love people the same way that God loves people?  Or do you think you know better than God?"

Not that this is easy. Agape is the most difficult love of all.  Philia, storge and eros all come naturally to us.  It's no big deal to treat our sister well, or to be kind to our children, or to be nice to someone who's just given us a birthday present.  We shouldn't expect any "reward" for loving people who love us.  That's no big deal.  And that's Jesus' point in verse 46.

Read vv. 46-47


It's no big deal to love family members, friends, boyfriends/girlfriends and spouses who are showing love to us.  Philia, storge and eros all come naturally to us.  But agape love does not come naturally to us.  Just like all of the other commands in Matthew chapter five, the command from Jesus to love people unconditionally will also require extra amounts of God's grace in us to pull it off.  And this is why we need to make Bible study, prayer, worship, fasting and Christian fellowship regular parts of our lives.  We require the grace that they give us, in order to actually live the life that Jesus is calling us to.


Is Matthew 5 the most difficult chapter in the entire Bible to obey, or what?  And look how it ends.  Verse 48.

Read v. 48


How do we respond when we see that words "Be perfect" here?  We say things like, "I'll never be perfect.  No one is perfect."


But what we really need to see when we see the word "perfect" here is a bullseye, a target.  The word "perfect" in the Greek is "telios" and it means to be complete, to reach your unique full potential that God had in mind when he created you.  


And we all need this target.  We all need perfection as our goal.  I mean, it's one thing to read Jesus' words in Matthew 5, throw up our hands and say, "I'll never be able to do these things, so why even try?"  It's another thing to read Matthew 5 and say, "That's my target for living.  And I won't be satisfied with myself until I hit it, with the help of God through his grace."


"Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect."   

If this isn't your goal, what is?
