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Martin Luther (Law in Doctrine and Life) (Oxford University Press) 

Martin Luther developed a whole theology on the law.  On the one hand he understood the law 

simply as it is (wholly good and just and pure).  It reveals the benevolent care of God for 

creation.  It establishes structures to govern human relationships and social arrangements within 

human life so that all of creation can flourish.  On the other hand, Luther regarded the essential 

character of the law in a way similar to the Haggadah (a story used to illustrate a point) tradition 

that is used in Rabbinic Judaism.   

 

In the Haggadah tradition the law is a narrative which reveals characteristics of the lawgiver 

which is God.  Because of sin humans experience the law as wrath.  They cannot fulfill what the 

law requires.  We suffer then as a result of our own transgression of the Word of God or as a 

result of the sins of others.  In this sense the law functions as a curb against wickedness and as a 

means of exposing sin to be sin.  Its continued presence in the life of the believer is necessary.  

When the law is understood only in contrast with the gospel, the life-affirming elements of the 

law are not realized. 

 

Luther’s theology of the law maintains a basic unity.  God willingly deals with human beings as 

part of his creation.  Civil law (the Decalogue) and other manifestations of the law are aspects of 

the one will of God for his creation to flourish.  Law is necessary for doctrine but it is also 

important for the Christian life.  It helps the believer to understand the reciprocity that underlies 

our relationships with others (seen especially in the Golden Rule).  A Christian life should 

employ a faith approach rather than a law approach.  Genuine faith in God does (in fact) reveal 

the true meaning of the law.  The commandments of God (viewed in light of the gospel message) 

becomes a source of guidance for the Christian life.  Included in the commandments are not only 

the Decalogue and the Golden Rule but the Sermon on the Mount. 

 

From Luther’s Small Catechism: 

1) The Law helps to control sin and keeps order in the world.  It curbs our behavior. 

2) The Law accuses us and shows us our sin.  It acts like a mirror. 

3) The Law teaches us what we should and should not do to live a God-pleasing life.   

It is our guide.   

 

Overview of the Sermon on the Mount 

As we noted last week Jesus points to one of the commandments and then suggests something 

otherwise.  The phrase You have heard it said . . . but . . . is the pattern that continues throughout 

these chapters.  We are not to hear in this contrast that Jesus is replacing the well-established 

laws from the Old Testament.  Jesus is not establishing new commandments for us to follow.  He 

is also not telling us that the former laws were inadequate, insufficient, and are therefore no 

longer applicable.   

 

 



The contrast is set before us not to replace but to intensify its meaning.  Jesus calls his listeners 

not to avoid these calls to righteousness but to dig that much deeper into them, to align our lives 

that much more with the abiding and divine values these commandments communicate.  The 

new meaning given to the commandments commit ourselves to the transformative power of the 

laws of God and his commandments.   

 

From Last Week  

We studied the Fifth Commandment – You shall not murder.  In Matthew that also meant that we 

should not be angry with our brother or sister.  We should seek reconciliation with them.  Martin 

Luther in the Small Catechism would take that same commandment and say that we are to 

neither endanger nor harm the lives of our neighbors but instead help and support them in all of 

life’s needs. 

 

We studied the Sixth Commandment – You shall not commit adultery.  In Matthew that also 

meant that no man should look at a woman with lust.  If your eye causes you to sin then you 

should tear it out and throw it away.  Martin Luther in the Small Catechism would take that same 

commandment and say that we are to lead a pure and decent life in word and deed.  Each of us is 

called to love and honor his or her spouse. 

 

Sermon on the Mount Continued 

 

     Love is Unconditionally Truthful  

     (Matthew 5:33-37) 

     These verses are entirely a Matthean composition  

     and have no parallels in the Gospel tradition.  A  

     similar saying can be found in James 5:12.  Since 

     there is no precedent in Judaism for the absolute  

     prohibition of oaths (and since their complete  

     rejection does not correspond to the practice of  

     early Christianity) the core of the saying may very  

     well go back to Jesus.   

 

The Mishnah has an entire discourse on oaths and another on vows.  In both the Gentile and 

Jewish worlds an oath named the deity (in the exchange) to ensure that the truth would be 

spoken.  Punishment would be given to those who took an oath and then lied.   Oaths involved 

communication between two parties with the name of God (or a valid substitute) invoked as a 

guarantee that the truth would be revealed.  Vows were made directly to God.   

 

What was confirmed by an oath had to be true and what was vowed had to be done.  This is 

analogous to the legal distinction made in the United States courts between statements made 

under oath and other statements that are not.  To testify falsely under oath is a crime.  Other false 

statements may be considered morally wrong, but the oath system is necessary in order to 

guarantee the truth of at least some statements and to tell when guilt has been incurred by 

falsehood.     

 



Jesus abolished the distinction between words that must be true and those that must not, between 

words one is compelled to stand behind and those one need not and calls for all speech to be 

truthful.  As with divorce, Jesus’ prohibition was absolute.  It is a demand for the truthfulness of 

all our words.   

 

Once more the disciples of Jesus were called to make their own situational applications as they 

attempted to be guided by his call to speak the truth.  It should make us pause to think there may 

be situations when utter candor violates the greatest command of love to God and neighbor, and 

when a lie might need to be told to save the dignity of another.  Matthew refused to give 

legalistic sanctions but put the disciples on notice to think this through based on their 

circumstances.   

 

Love Does Not Retaliate (Matthew 5:38-42) 

Matthew follows the Q Sermon in these verses.  In the Q Sermon there is a section against 

retaliation framed by the twice repeated command to love our enemies.  Matthew broke down the 

material in Q, rearranged it, and reformulated it into the present form.  He retained the love 

command as the goal and climax of the entire section.   

 

The Old Testament does not command revenge.  Prior to Jesus there was a stream of pagan, 

biblical, and Jewish tradition calling for restraint and opposing revenge.  Jesus radicalized this 

stream of Jewish tradition by not only affirming the thrust of the Law in opposing unlimited 

revenge but calling for his disciples to reject in absolute terms the whole principle of retaliatory 

violence.     

 

The command not to resist the evil one is also unqualified.  Retaliation and its associated 

violence represent the kingdom of Satan and not the kingdom of God.  An evildoer can in this 

instance be understood as an evil individual or it could be the Evil One who is the adversary of 

the kingdom of God.  These need not be considered mutually exclusive alternatives.  This 

perspective takes evil seriously.  The eschatological kingdom of God (already breaking in with 

the advent of Jesus) embraces the enemy.  The command of Jesus not to resist evil goes beyond 

passive resistance as a strategy.  It is a positive action as the following examples demonstrate. 

 

From the perspective of Matthew the five elements (being struck in the face, being sued in court, 

being requisitioned into short-term compulsory service for the government and to help beggars 

and borrowers) all have a common denominator.  They are all examples of aggression and 

pressure from other people who interfere with one’s own pursuits.  What is called for is a 

response in terms of what is good and right in the eyes of God.   

 

      

     In the first example, Matthew adds the word  

     right cheek to the Q version of cheek.  By  

     adding that one word he indicated that it was a   

     backhand blow which was more insulting than  

     a physical injury.  Instead of retaliating the  

     person was commanded to offer the other  

     cheek. 



In vs. 40 a court case is portrayed in which a man is being sued and is literally losing his shirt.  

Once more the victim is commanded not only to give it willingly but also to give the cloak (the 

toga-like outer garment that could not be legally taken away (Exodus 22:25-26).  Since the 

willing victim ends up nude in the courtroom we can rest assured that Jesus was not intending for 

us to read this literally.  It is a matter of being secure enough in one’s acceptance by God to 

enable one not to insist on one’s rights (legal and otherwise) but empowering one to renounce 

them in the interest of others (a perspective also affirmed by St. Paul). 

 

The third example reflects the Roman practice taken over from the Persians.  Soldiers and 

government officials could compel citizens of the occupied country to give them directions or 

carry their equipment a prescribed distance.  It is here that we remember how Simon was told to 

carry the cross of Jesus on the way to Jesus’ execution.  Rather than resisting the evil 

government or plotting how to get even, the disciples is commanded to do more than the law 

requires.  This also reminds us of when Peter cut off the ear of the soldier in the Garden of 

Gethsemane when Jesus was arrested.  Peter wanted revenge and Jesus healed the man.   

 

Love Extends to the Enemy (Matthew 5:43-48) 

Matthew already used some of the Q material for the preceding sections but saved the love 

commandment for this climatic spot.  Leviticus 19:18 had commanded the love of neighbor but 

the context made clear that neighbor included only another Israelite.  There is no command to 

hate the enemy in the Old Testament but there are statements that God hates all evildoers and 

statements that others do (and should do) the same.   

 

The primary meaning is not aimed at personal vindictiveness or disdain but at the rejection of 

those who do not belong to God’s people and who do not keep the laws of God.  The group of 

insiders to be loved is constituted by the religious community.  Outsiders who are hated are those 

who do not belong.  That was made explicit in the Qumran community who held it as a basic 

tenet of their faith that they were to love all the children of the light and hate all the children of 

the darkness.   

 

From a legal point of view, the question thus became how far the definition of neighbor must be 

extended.  Judaism should not be caricatured as though it was always narrow and exclusive.  

There were elements and tendencies toward love for all peoples, including enemies. 

 

In Matthew Jesus makes love of God and neighbor the fundamental command on which all else 

depends and makes the command to love enemies specific and concrete.  The command should 

not be understood abstractly.  In Jesus’ situation it referred particularly to the occupying Roman 

forces.  It included national enemies as well as competing religious groups and personal enemies.  

For Matthew the focal point was the concrete situation of his persecuted community.   

 

Jesus bases the command not on a humanitarian ideal or a doctrine of human rights but on the 

nature of God who loves impartially.  Tax collectors were lifted up as an example because they 

were generally considered dishonest and were despised by the loyal Jewish population and by the 

strictly religious because their work brought them into constant contact with Gentiles and thus 

rendered them unclean.   



Although Jesus is presented as a friend of tax collectors and sinners (and although the Matthean 

community included Gentiles) Matthew retains some of the vocabulary of the older Jewish-

Christian tradition that disdained tax collectors and Gentiles (understood to be non-believers). 

 

In vs. 48 only Matthew uses the word perfect.  In the Q Sermon the word is merciful.  Matthew 

chose the word perfect  as a way to sum up Jesus’ demand in 5:21-48.  We should not understand 

it in the Greek sense of absolute moral perfection that is an impossible ideal for humans to attain.  

For Matthew it is in the midst of ambiguities that disciples are called to be perfect.  To be perfect 

is to serve God wholeheartedly and to be single-minded in our devotion to the one God. 

 

More Instruction in Authentic Righteousness (Matthew 6:19-7:12) 

This section starts with trusting and serving God with one’s material possessions and builds 

towards the Golden Rule.  Much of this material resembles proverbial wisdom and may have 

originally had this setting.  Matthew transforms each one from prudent advice into expressions of 

the radical demands of discipleship.  

 

Serving God or Mammon (Matthew 6:19-24) 

In vs. 19-21 treasure in heaven was a common Jewish image for eschatological award.  Matthew 

does not explain how the disciples were to store up treasures in heaven.  Like before he leaves 

room for the disciples to be creative in their response to his or her particular situation. 

 

In vs. 22-23 the eye is considered the window that lets light into our bodies.  In the ancient world 

the eye was like a lamp.  It projects the inner light onto objects so that they may be seen.  By 

bringing it into this context, Matthew relates the saying to the issue of the disciples’ attitude 

towards money and property.  If the eye is not clear on this matter then the whole of one’s life is 

perverted.   

 

In vs. 24 the statement assumes the existence of slavery which is specific in Q.  The point is that 

undivided service can be given to one master only.  If there is more than one master then every 

choice means a favoring of one and rejection of the other and a split in the disciples’ loyalty.  

The word mammon is an Aramaic word for property.  It includes but is not limited to money.  

The choice is not whether we shall serve but what or whom we shall serve.   

 

Anxiety (Matthew 6:25-34) 

In vs. 26-29 the challenge is to trust in the providence of God.  It does not exclude working and 

having property but are directed to people who sow, reap, store in barns, and toil.  They are 

called to see that their life is not based on these things.  We are to address the problems of the 

day as they come confident that our life is in the hands of a loving God who carries the whole 

world.  

 



Judging (Matthew 7:1-5) 

In this section there is a presupposition that judgments will be made in the form of discrimination 

and not necessarily condemnation.  The concern is how they are made for at the last judgment 

God will measure us by the same standard we have used for others.  So those who show mercy 

will receive mercy.  Matthew emphasized how hesitant the disciples must be to identify and 

condemn the fault of others.  But there are occasions when ethical discernment and community 

discipline are called for but they must be made by those aware of their own failures and of the 

forgiveness of God.   

 

Pearls Before Swine (Matthew 7:6) 

For the Old Testament and Judaism the term swine meant ritual impurity.  Dogs were not pets 

but semi-wild and dangerous stray animals.  Dogs tear to pieces and the pigs trample the pearls 

in the mire.  The general meaning of the proverb means that holy things should not be profaned.  

Later the saying was understood to mean that the unbaptized should not be admitted to the 

Eucharist.   

 

From the Didache 9:5 (the teaching of the Twelve Apostles) –  

Let none eat or drink of your Eucharist but such as have been baptized into the name of the Lord, 

for of a truth the Lord hath said concerning this, Give not that which is holy unto dogs. 

 

Asking and Receiving (Matthew 7:7-11) 

Matthew made the Lord’s Prayer the center of the sermon as a whole and (as he concludes the 

instructions on how the disciples are to live) by encouraging them to pray.  His emphasis on 

works is not to be understood from the Pauline perspective but works are part of the life of 

prayer and are a joyful confession of confident and childlike dependence.   

 

In vs. 7-8 the words ask, seek, and knock are not three different actions but three Jewish 

expressions for prayer.  Prayer is seen as a quest and an expectation.  The encouragement to 

bring human needs to God is not to inform or to persuade God.  It is meant to be an expression of 

the disciples’ relationship to God as dependent children who ultimately are not in control of their 

own lives.   

 

In vs. 9-11 bread and fish are seen as the staples of the Galilean diet.  Good fathers are 

responsive and caring and would never respond to the request of their children by mockingly 

substituting a stone for the needed bread or a snake for the expected fish.  This would be a cruel 

joke since there is a striking resemblance between the flat cakes of bread and Palestinian stones 

and between eel-like fish and snakes. 

 

The Golden Rule (Matthew 7:12) 

The Golden Rule is part of the Q Sermon and is integrated into the command to love one’s 

enemies.  Matthew has relocated the saying to make it the climax and conclusion of the Sermon 

on the Mount.  He also made some modifications.   

 

 

 



Matthew adds the introductory particle so to pull everything together and declare an end to the 

whole section that started in Matthew 5:17.  He also added the words for this is the law and the 

prophets.  It identifies the Golden Rule with the Great Commandment of love to God and 

neighbor which Matthew identifies as the summary of the Law and the key to its interpretation.  

For Matthew the content of the Golden Rule is filled in by the Great Commandment.  Both are 

equated with the Law and the Prophets.  Matthew also adds the word everything making the 

Golden Rule an expression of the radical ethic of 5:21-47 and especially the idea of 

perfectionism found in 5:48.   

 

November 10 

Acts 15:1-35, Galatians 3:1-14 and 3:19-29, and Galatians 5:1-15 

  

November 17 

Romans 2:1-16, 2:17-3:8, 3:21-31, and 12:1-13 
 

 


