LPPC Adult Forum – Lent 2020
During Lent the Adult Forum will be doing a study of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew, chapters 5-7).
Due to suspension of worship due to COVID-19 concerns, from March 15 on the lessons will be e-mailed
or posted.
Lesson 1 / March 1 – Introduction: “Jesus Taught Them…” (Mt. 5:1-2)
Lesson 2 / March 8 – “Beatitudes” (Mt. 5:3-16)
Lesson 3 / March 15 – Jesus’s Law Code (Part 1, Mt. 5:17-20) – “in-person” classes cancelled for now….
Lesson 4 – Jesus’s Law Code (Part 2, Mt. 5:21-48)
Lesson 5 – Spiritual Disciplines: Alms, Prayer, & Fasting (Mt. 6:1-18)
Lesson 6 - Spiritual Guidance: Discernment vs. Judgment (Mt. 6:19-7:11)
Lesson 7 – “The Golden Rule” (Mt. 7:12-27)

KEEP SCROLLNG DOWN

The traditional site of the Mount of Beatitudes is on the northwestern shore of the Sea of
Galilee, between Capernaum and Gennesaret.

The Sermon on the Mount
Lesson 1 – Introduction
“When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples
came to him. Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying….” (Mt. 5:1-2)
Scholars (Marcus Borg, etc.) believe Matthew’s gospels dates to ca. 80 CE, almost 50 years after
the death/resurrection of Jesus, 20-some years after the deaths of Peter and Paul in Rome,
about a decade after the Roman defeat of the Jews and the destruction of Jerusalem and its
Temple. The gospel is believed to have been written in Syria, where the church was centered at
Antioch. (See Mt. 4:24, references in Acts, etc.) There was increasing tension at the time
between the reconstituting Jewish community and the Christians… tensions reflected in the
gospel text.
The Sermon on the Mount was probably not a single “sermon” in the classical sense, but a
collection of Jesus’s sayings grouped together by later editors.
The Gospel of Matthew has five “discourses” by Jesus: the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5-7),
the Missionary Discourse (Mt. 10), the Parabolic Discourse (Mt 13), the Discourse on the Church
(Mt. 18), and the Discourse on End Times (Mt. 23-25). With each there are occurrences of the
closing formula "when Jesus had finished speaking": 7:28, 11:1, 13:53, 19:1, and 26:1.
Scholars believe the “narrative” gospel accounts were probably preceded by collections of the
sayings of Jesus, especially the so-called “Q” source, that were integrated into the narratives.
“Q” (“quelle” / “source”) refers to a theoretical collection of the sayings of Jesus used by
authors of Matthew and Luke as the common source for the sayings of Jesus found in both.
This theory fits the tradition about the origin of the Gospel of Matthew recorded by Eusebius in
the 4th century (from the earlier writer Papias). The “sayings” are similar to the form (and some
content) of the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas.

I Corinthians: Written mid-50s CE, about 25 years after Jesus…. Echoes of sayings of Jesus in I
Corinthians may indicate some Q-like collection had begun to circulate by that time:
3:16
5:3-4
6:1
6:9, etc.
7:1ff
7:10
10:9
10: 16-17
11
13:2
15
15:36

“you are God’s temple” (Mt. 26:61, Mk. 14:58, John 2:19-22)
yeast/dough analogy (Mt. 13:33, 16: 6, 11-12, Mk. 8:15, Lk. 12:1, 13:21)
reconciliation in community (Mt. 18:15-17)
“Kingdom of God” references
“better not to touch a woman” ( Eunuchs for the Kingdom? Mt. 19:12)
“Not I, but the Lord” re: divorce (Mt. 5:31, 19:7-9, Mk 10:2-11)
“put Christ to the test” (temptation story?)
cup of blessing/bread = blood/body of Christ
account of Lord’s Supper paralleling the three synoptic gospels
faith to move mountains (Mt. 17:20, Mk. 11:23)
witnesses to Jesus’s resurrection (but, no women mentioned)
sown seed (Mt. 13:1-23, Mark 4: 1-20, 26-32, Luke 8: 4-15, John 12:24)

Two other early Christian documents closely reflect the thought and ethos of the early Syrian
Christian community, deeply shaped by the life and teachings of Jesus reflected in Matthew and
The Sermon on the Mount:
The Letter of James: The epistle is traditionally attributed to the “brother” of Jesus who led the
church in Jerusalem, referred to by Paul, and in the book of Acts. It is addressed to the Jewish
Christians of the “Dispersion” (Diaspora). Early church writers indicate that he was martyred
somewhere between 62 and 69 CE, executed by being thrown down from the Temple parapet,
and then beaten or stoned to death. The letter itself shows striking allusions to various
teachings of Jesus, particularly those found in Matthew, to the Wisdom tradition of Judaism,
and seems to include a carefully nuanced response to Paul (and the so-called “Circumcision
Party”) of the letter to Galatians. Some date it contemporary with Paul, others believe it to be
a later (post-Jewish War) composition.
The Didache (Teaching): A brief anonymous early Christian church manual, dated by most
modern scholars to the latter part of the first century CE. The first line reads: "The teaching of
the Lord to the Gentiles (or, Nations) by the twelve apostles”. There are close similarities to
Matthew, even apparent quotations. The opening chapters describe the virtuous “ways” of Life
and Death. The Lord's Prayer (ala Matthew) is included in full, to be said at morning, noon, and
night. Baptism is by immersion, or by pouring if immersion is not practical, in the Triune Name
(ala Matthew). Fasting is ordered for Wednesdays and Fridays. Two early Eucharistic prayers
are given, closely resembling Jewish Shabbat table prayers. Church organization was at an early
stage of development, with Itinerant apostles and prophets having a prominent place.
(Warnings against “false prophets” are also included, as in Matthew.) Meanwhile, local bishops
and deacons also have authority, and seem to be taking the place of the itinerant ministry.
The Didache reveals how Jewish Christians in late 1st-century Syria saw themselves and how
they adapted their practice for Gentile Christians. (Adapted by KLC from Wikipedia article.)

Lesson 2 – The Beatitudes (Mt. 5:3-16)
3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
4 "Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
5 "Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
6"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
7"Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
8 "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
9 "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.
10 "Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
11-12 "Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they
persecuted the prophets who were before you.
13-16 "You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is
no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. "You are the light of the world.
A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on
the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others,
so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.
Amplified texts – compiled by Ken C., working from the Greek text, William Barclay’s THE BEATITUDES
& LORD’S PRAYER FOR EVERYMAN, and other resources:
3 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those who in their utter poverty know that their ultimate
resource and trust is spiritual; the realm of heaven (God) is theirs.”
Notes: The Greek word makarioi, usually rendered “blessed” has several meanings, and refers to
being in a blessed (etc.) condition.
Luke 6:21 simply speaks of “the poor” with no modifiers.
Matthew speaks of the “realm of heaven” where Mark and Luke speak of the “realm of God”
…this is probably due to traditional Jewish reluctance to refer directly to God.
4 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those bereft in grief, for they shall be comforted
(accompanied in help and counsel, noticed, welcomed, and encouraged).”
Notes: The Greek word translated “mourn” refers to really deep, intense grief.
‘
“Comforted” is the verb form of the noun Paraclete (“Comforter”) used in John’s gospel for the
Holy Spirt. It means “to call alongside” with a range of related meanings.
5 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are the humble and lowly, the kindly and gentle, they shall
come to possess the earth.”
Note: This saying is a quotation of Psalm 37:11.

6 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those who ravenously hunger and thirst for justice,
righteousness, and justification… they shall be satiated (filled to bursting).
Notes: Barclay says the Greek word for “righteousness” carries the three senses given here.
Luke 6:21, again, simply refers to “the hungry” without modifiers.
7 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those who are actively kind-hearted and sympathetic in a
cruel world, they too will be kindly dealt with.”
Note: Barclay stresses the cruelty of the Roman world, the coliseums, slavery, exposure of
children, etc. The Judeo-Christian emphasis on mercy and kindness was exceptional.
8 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those whose hearts are cleansed, whose motives,
thoughts, emotions, and desires are pure and unmixed, they shall encounter the Divine Presence and
know God.”
Notes: The focus here is on inward “heart-purity” versus the outward requirements of the
ritual and ceremonial code… a repeated emphasis of Jesus’s teachings in Matthew.
This is the most “contemplative” Beatitude. The “seeing” of God is not physical, but
spiritual. “Pure in heart” carries the indicated range of interpretations.
BCP prayer: “Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, and from you no
secrets are hid. Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that
we may perfectly love you and worthily magnify your Holy Name, through Christ our Lord.”
9 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are the peacemakers – those who resolve conflict, promote
reconciliation, and increase the well-being and welfare of all – they shall be acknowledged as god-like.
Notes: Shalom / “Peace” in the Jewish sense was never understood as just the absence of
conflict, but included the presence of well-being and goodness as well.
Barclay notes that “children of God” probably alludes to the Jewish “sons of God” used for what
we now call angels, but implicitly seen as lesser deities in the earliest portions of the Hebrew
Bible. Also, Hebrew lacked adjectives and made up for it by referring to “sons of…” this or that
quality. (The name Barnabas means “Son of Consolation”.) Hence, here, “Children of God”
would mean sharing a “god-like” quality.
10-12 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those who are persecuted (literally ‘chased’ or
‘hunted’) for the sake of justice and righteousness, theirs is the realm of heaven (God). And, blessed are
you when people shall revile you, persecute you, and say all kinds of evil things against you (falsely) for
my sake. Rejoice and be extremely glad, for great is your reward in heaven; for so they persecuted the
prophets who preceded you.”
Notes: Barclay notes the ongoing persecutions of both Jews and Christians in Roman culture,
often over issues of religious practice and holding aloof from society – to avoid idolatry, etc. – in
separate communities viewed as secretive, anti-social, morally suspect, and possibly treasonous.
In verses 11-12, the form of address shifts to the 2nd person “you” (continuing in 13-16), and
applies directly to loyalty to Jesus (“for my sake”). “Falsely” is not in some early texts.
Verse 13 note: The best guess is that “Lost its savor” refers to impure mineral salts collected near the
Dead Sea, etc., where the actual “salt” may have leeched away.

Lesson 2 (lesson plan) –
The Sermon on the Mount has been called the “essence” of Jesus’s teachings, and the Beatitudes are
said to be the “essence of the essence” of Jesus’s teaching. – via Wm. Barclay
The Beatitudes are sort of “bullet points” from Jesus…
(Read them, round robin….)
(When Bill preached on the Beatitudes, he asked for favorites. Do so again….)
The Beatitudes are so concise and to the point… but they are very like Hebrew sayings. Individual words
are full of significance and depth beyond what we can get in translation (or even a casual knowledge of
Greek)… even moreso when we delve into what the Hebrew or Aramaic ideas may be behind the Greek
text.
So… let’s look at the “amplified” texts, helped out by the great old Scottish scholar, William Barclay.
(Have different ones read the amplified texts, after each pause and then someone else –
perhaps the facilitator – read the notes. After reading, ask for thoughts, insights, etc…. On the
prayer with verse 8, from the Book of Common Prayer, read in unison.)
Questions during the process:
1. How do alternative words like “favored”, “fortunate”, and “happy” change the meaning (or not) of
the various sayings for you?
2. The particular Greek words usually translated “poor”, “mourn”, “hunger and thirst” are strong words
that mean “really poor”, “really grieving”, “really hungry and thirsty” …almost desperately so. How can
a person be “Blessed” and desperate at the same time?
(Richard Rohr in EVERYTHING BELONGS: “Alcoholics… tell me, ‘It was the worst possible thing. I
ruined my marriage and lost my job and hurt my kids. It does not make a bit of sense, but it is
[also] the greatest thing that ever happened to me – that I was a drunk.’ That’s what we mean
by everything belongs! …Logically it doesn’t make any sense, but theo-logically it does…. [Their]
heart was finally broken open.” – Note: it’s not that God causes someone to hit bottom, but that
in hitting bottom, their heart was opened to God.)
3. Being merciful, being intentional and motivated in seeking God, and being a peacemaker, are things
we can “live into” in the way of Jesus. Do particular people (past or present) come to mind as exemplars
of “living into” the Way?
4. In verse 11 Jesus starts talking directly to “us” – “blessed are you” – as his followers who suffer
opposition and oppression “for my sake.” And goes on to say that “you are the salt” and “you are the
light” called to do good works and glorify God. How “scary” is that?
(Some words from James, chapter 2: “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you
have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? …Someone will say, "You have faith and I
have works." Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my
faith.… For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead.)
Closing: sing verse 1 of “Blest Be the Tie” – thinking of the Beatitudes as a “tie that binds” us together.

Lesson 3 – Jesus’s “Law” Code (Part 1, Mt. 5:17-20)
Jesus’s “legal discourse” is rather odd, in several ways. In much of the New Testament “The Law” is
rather suspect, but apparently not here. Jesus is sometimes portrayed… usually by his opponents… as
someone who himself “breaks the commandments, and teaches others to do the same” but here he
speaks against that. Seen as loving and merciful, he goes on (in Part 2) to say some rather bizarre and
harsh things. So, how do we begin to unpack that?
Jesus’s Opening statement – Mt. 5: 17-20 "Do not think that I have come to abolish the law (i.e., Heb.
“Torah”) or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill (or, “complete”). For truly I tell you,
until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law
(“instruction”) until all is accomplished (“done”). Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these
commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the realm of heaven; but
whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the realm of heaven. For I tell you, unless
your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the realm of heaven.
Notes: “Law and Prophets” = the Hebrew Bible and its “guidance” (Heb. “Torah” actually means
“teaching”, “instruction”, or “guidance”.
“Fulfill” ”  plerosai (pleroma – fullness/completeness)
“until all is accomplished”  genatai – from “ginomai” (also “thy will be done” in Lord’s Prayer)
Idea behind both “plerosai” and “genatai”  “to fully live into….”
Compare, Matthew’s version of the “Great Commandment” episode:
Mt. 22: 34-40: [From among the Pharisees…] A lawyer, asked Jesus a question to test him. "Teacher,
which commandment in the law (“instruction”) is the greatest?"
Jesus said to him, "’You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your mind.' This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: "You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.' On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets."
Also compare, from the Letter of James….
1:22 -27: Be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves…. But those who look
into the perfect (“complete” or “whole”) law, the law of liberty (“liberation” / “freedom”), and
persevere… will be blessed in their doing…. Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father,
is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.
James 2: 8: You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, "You shall love your
neighbor as yourself."
Note: Basically, in James, “perfect/complete law” = “caring” & “loving”.
SO… we might read Mt 5:17 as: "Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have
come not to abolish but to fully live into them (by loving God and loving neighbor as self)!

The focus here is clearly on the “heart obedience versus outward observance” issue found elsewhere in
Matthew, including three of the Beatitudes from last week (KLC interpretive paraphrases):
Mt. 5:6 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those who ravenously hunger and thirst for
justice, righteousness, and justification… they shall be satiated (filled to bursting).
7 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those who are actively kind-hearted and
sympathetic in a cruel world, they too will be kindly dealt with.”
8 “Favored, fortunate, blessed and happy, are those whose hearts are cleansed, whose motives,
thoughts, emotions, and desires are pure and unmixed, they shall encounter the Divine Presence
and know God.”
Further support for this comes from unpacking the phrase (Mt. 5:20) about: “Righteous exceeding that
of the Scribes and Pharisees”
What was Jesus’s “problem” with the Scribes and Pharisees? The simple answer, in Matthew, is their
perceived focus on externals, on outward observance.
Compare two other passages in Matthew:
Mt 15: 1-20 (excerpts): Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, "Why
do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they
eat." He answered them, "And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your
tradition? …Listen and understand: it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but
it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles…. Do you not see that whatever goes into the
mouth enters the stomach, and goes out into the sewer? But what comes out of the mouth
proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. For out of the heart come evil intentions,
murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person, but
to eat with unwashed hands does not defile."
Mt. 23: 1-28 (excerpted): Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, "The scribes and
the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat; therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not
do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach….
"Woe to you…. For you tithe mint, dill, and cummin, and have neglected the weightier
matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. It is these you ought to have practiced,
without neglecting the others. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a
camel!
"Woe to you…. For you clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside they are
full of greed and self-indulgence. You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup, so
that the outside also may become clean.
"Woe to you…. For you are like whitewashed tombs, which on the outside look
beautiful, but inside they are full of the bones of the dead and of all kinds of filth. So you
also on the outside look righteous to others, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and
lawlessness….
As Matthew reports it, the heart of the issue between Jesus and the Pharisees was “inside” vs.
“outside”, and his example and teaching was of living ever-more-fully into the law of love, on which
hang all the law and prophets.

Lesson 4 – Jesus’s “Law” Code (Part 2, Mt. 5:21-48)
The rather “surprising” parts of Jesus’s discourse on law begin at verse 21 and following, with the “You
have heard it said…. But, I say….” statements.
Interpretive suggestions for 5: 21-48 (elements of these sayings….)
1. Remember (from Part 1 of this 2-part lesson) that Jesus’s repeated focus is on “inner” over “outer” (as
in the Beatitudes, etc.), and that focus is present throughout this section too.
2. Be mindful of hyperbole (exaggeration) in Jesus’s sayings – Think of Jesus’s various remarks about
camels and eyes of needles, specks and logs in eyes, “hating” parents, etc…. Jesus had a very vivid
teaching style, often marked by exaggerated comments. That applies here, too, where sometimes he is
probably making an “argument ad absurdum” to make his point. (The question remains of when is it
which?)
3. Also, remember that Jesus was speaking in a particular context, time, and place… the underlying
principles may be eternal, but are the understandings of specifics? (Personally, I’d say “not always.”)
4. That said, look for plain old wisdom and insight…. What speaks deeply and rings true?
Specific Examples and applications…. (Murder, Adultery, Oaths, etc.)
21-26 "You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, "You shall not murder'; and "whoever
murders shall be liable to judgment.' 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.
So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has
something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your
brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.
Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court with him, or your
accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you will be thrown into
prison. Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny.
Notes: Jesus “builds” his comment from “liable” to judgment for anger, to “liable” to
intervention by religious authorities for insult (compare Matthew 18:15-20), on to the point of
threatening “hell-fire and damnation” here… but is that last step a step into hyperbole?
Possibly.
The focus is clearly on inner “heart-based” attitudes, which may then influence hurtful actions.
“Hell” – as we think of it -- is not necessarily the right word here. The Hebrew word “Gehenna”
is transliterated into Greek here, and later (verses 29-30). In Rabbinic Judaism Gehenna is a
place of punishment (or, destruction) for the wicked, but also atonement for sin. It is more
purgatory-like.

Compare the “first, go be reconciled” advice here to Matthew 18:15-20 (just cited), and to Mt
18:21ff. on forgiving “70 times 7” times.
So… this section basically says, “Don’t get mad, don’t get even, be reconciled and forgive one another.
27-32 "You have heard that it was said, "You shall not commit adultery.' But I say to you that everyone
who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.
If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one
of your members than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes
you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for
your whole body to go into hell.
Notes: The saying on tearing out an eye or chopping off a hand is rhetorical hyperbole in this
section. I have not found any reference to this ever having been taken literally at any point in
Christian history.
“Hell”/”Gehenna” was talked about in the previous section.
That said, the focus is again on the inner “heart-based” attitude prior to any behavior.
Question: How do we “hear” this section in light of the recent “Me Too!” movement?
"It was also said, "Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.' But I say to you
that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, causes her to commit adultery;
and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.
Notes: This brief statement summarizes the conclusion of Jesus’s longer discussion on divorce in
Matthew 19:3-12. In Matthew 19, the context is a “discussion” with the Pharisees, and Jesus
cites “hardness of heart” as the reason Moses made any provision for divorce.
Jesus’s teaching on divorce appears to be his most legalistic statement, on any topic. But, there
are nuances to consider….
In Matthew 19, Jesus is asked, and answers, while in territory ruled by the same “Herod the
Tetrarch” who had executed John the Baptist over John’s criticism of his divorce and adultery.
Jesus aligns himself with John here… a daringly bold thing.
Jesus is also clearly talking to men here. Many… like William Barclay… point out that divorce
in the ancient world was a male privilege, in which women were without any real power or
rights, and economically vulnerable. The woman bore the consequences of the man’s choices.
Modern divorce, when truly mutual, consensual, and so on, is different… and the implications of
those differences have been debated among Christians for the last century or so, in particular.
The famous stories of the woman at the well (John 4:16-18) and the woman “taken” in adultery
(John 7:53-8:11, but actually an ancient text fragment that sometimes appears in manuscripts of
Luke, etc.) gives a whole different tack on the adultery question, from the perspective of a

vulnerable woman. Jesus’s statement to the male accusers in John 8:7, “Let the one without
guilt cast the first stone….” Is notable.
Also notable, in the hetero-patriarchal context of the ancient world… Jewish and Gentile alike…
was the early Christian teaching for spouses to “be subject to one another out of reverence for
Christ” and for spouses to “love” their partners. (Ephesians 5:21, Colossians 3:18-19, etc.)
Read in context, and along with other NT writings, a key piece of what Jesus is saying here is
criticism of the “legal” victimization of women, and… again… a call to love.
33-37 "Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, "You shall not swear falsely, but
carry out the vows you have made to the Lord.' But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either by heaven,
for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the
great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black.
Let your word be "Yes, Yes' or "No, No'; anything more than this comes from the evil one.
Notes: Oaths, vows, and promises are a huge thing in the Bible. (See Numbers 30:1-2, Deut.
23:21-23, Eccl. 5:4-6, etc.) What is vowed has to be done. Jesus’s recommendation to “not
swear at all” closely echoes Deut. 23:22 and Ecclesiastes 5:5.
Example: Quakers have historically taken vs. 37 very literally, and refused to swear “oaths” in
court, etc. Early in their history this could lead to imprisonment, later they were allowed to
“affirm” things (like “telling the truth”) rather than swearing.
What about marriage vows…? (For instance: “Until we are parted by death.”)
Vows of celibacy…? (Critiqued and rejected by Protestant Reformers in the 16th century.)
Ordination vows…? (Vow to “be governed by our church’s polity, and abide by its discipline”
was extremely problematic before the changes to allow LGBTQ ordination and same-sex
marriage in the PCUSA. I – Ken – was ordained before coming out, never sought or served
in a called/installed position after coming out… and by 2011/2015 no longer wanted a call.)
38-42 "You have heard that it was said, "An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to you, Do
not resist an evildoer.
But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you
and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the
second mile.
Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from
you.
Notes: See also Mt. 26:52, in Gethsemane, when Jesus says: “Put your sword back into its place;
for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.”
Historically, these are the foundational verses for Christian pacifism and non-violence. No
revenge, no retaliation, etc.

Besides “evildoers” an important part of the context is that Jesus was speaking in the context of
the Roman occupation, and Matthew was compiled in the wake of the crushing of the Jewish
Rebellion and destruction of Jerusalem. Besides crooks, there are occupiers and oppressors.
Verse 42 is perhaps the most challenging for us: “Give to any who asks….” From panhandlers to
fundraisers, what does this mean for us?
Culmination & Summation - Heart of Jesus’s law… LOVE (enemies, etc.)
43-47 "You have heard that it was said, "You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say to
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your
Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous
and on the unrighteous.
For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do
the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than
others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?
48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
Notes: The “Love your neighbor and hate your enemy” is one of the most puzzling citations by
Jesus, anywhere, because… it is not in the Bible.
The closest verse that speaks to “hating” anyone is Psalm 139:21-22 – “Do I not hate those who
hate You, O LORD, and detest those who rise against You? I hate them with perfect hatred; I
count them as my enemies.”
But, there is a possible source for the saying, and thought, rediscovered in the late 1940s in the
opening lines of The Community Rule of the Dead Sea Scrolls:
“The Master shall teach the saints to live [according to] the Book of the Community Rule that
they may seek God with a whole heart and soul, and do what is good and right before Him as He
commanded by the hand of Moses and all His servants the Prophets; that they may love all that
He has chosen [i.e. “friends”] and hate all that He has rejected [i.e. “enemies”] that they may
abstain from all evil and hold fast to all good; that they may practise truth, righteousness, and
justice upon earth and no longer stubbornly follow a sinful heart and lustful eyes committing all
manner of evil.” [Geza Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English, 1995, p. 70]
The possible connections between the Essenes – the community associated with the scrolls –
and John the Baptist, Jesus, and the early Christians has been much discussed over the last 70some years. There certainly are striking echoes of language and similar concepts in various
instances, but with a difference too.
Jesus here takes on a sectarian viewpoint, more narrow than the scriptures themselves, and
counters it with a broad vision of all-inclusive love originating in God and extending to
“enemies”.
Note on verse 48: The word “perfect” (teleios) also means “complete”, “whole”, or “mature”. In
context, that wholeness or completeness is found in all-encompassing love.
Probably the best recent literary portrayal of this teaching is The Shack, by Wm. P. Young.

