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12 So in everything, do to others what you would 
have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and 
the Prophets.  (Matthew 7:12, NRSV) 
 

 
 
The Torah comprises the first five books of the Hebrew 
Bible, what we call the Old Testament.  Sometimes it’s 
referred to as “the Law”, because in this part of the 
Bible God instructs Israel as to how they should live as 
his people.  There are actually 613 different commands 
in the Torah.  Some you know well, laws like the 10 
Commandments, or the command to love the Lord with 
all heart, soul and strength, which is the greatest of all 
the commands.1  Some are lesser known to us, like the 
command to assist in replacing the load upon a 
neighbor's beast2, or the command to avoid eating any 
worms that you might find in your fruit,3 a 
commandment I suspect you have never intentionally 
broken.  
 
Biblical scholar, Scot McKnight, points out that by 
Jesus’ day there were two ways of helping people 
understand the Torah so that they could keep the 
Torah.4  One was to multiply the laws and try to cover 
every possible scenario or situation where these 
commandments might apply.  For example, the 4th of 
the 10 Commandments requires God’s people to keep 
the Sabbath, to rest from their work every 7th day.  
That’s the broad, overarching command.  But at other 
places in the Law, that command is multiplied or spelled 
out as certain activities like carrying, erasing, planting, 
sewing, untying, and burning, are explicitly prohibited 
because they were classified as work.  This way of 
interpreting the law can be helpful.  Think about traffic 
laws.  It’s one thing to tell somebody to drive safely on 
the roads.  Well, what exactly does ‘safely’ look like at a 
stop sign, or changing lanes on the freeway, or pulling 
out of a parking space.  Clarification in these 
circumstances can be helpful, and that’s what 
multiplying the law does. 
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with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 

your might.”  This and all biblical citations are from the New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   

The other way to help people keep the Torah was to 
reduce the law to its essence.  After all, 613 laws is a lot 
to remember!  So some people found it helpful to have a 
summary, a guiding principle that could be universally 
applied in every circumstance.  In our day, you’ll often 
hear people try to boil down life to a single mantra 
which can be applied like this in all situations.  Don’t 
sweat the small stuff.  Think globally, act locally.  
Practice random acts of kindness.  Just do it.  Be true to 
yourself.  These summaries leave it to the individual to 
work out the moment-by-moment application.   
 
So here’s the question.  When Jesus interprets the 
Torah, God’s law, which way does he choose?  Does he 
multiply laws to cover all possible circumstances, or 
does he reduce the law to its essence and let us work 
out the application?  The answer is…yes.  He does both.  
These last several months we have been walking 
through the Sermon on the Mount, which is Jesus’ core 
teaching to his disciples about how to live life according 
to God’s will.  Along the way we’ve seen how at times 
Jesus can be very specific and situational when he 
teaches disciples about things like anger, or sexuality, 
or money, or prayer.  At the same time, Jesus also seems 
quite willing to boil down God’s law to its essence, 
leaving it then to us to work out the application in 
specific situations.  The verse that we just read is a 
perfect example of this simplification. 
 
Before we look at that verse, a bit of context.  
Remember back to what Jesus said near the beginning 
of the Sermon on the Mount about God’s Law?  In 
Matthew 5:17 he declared, “Do not think that I have 
come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have 
come not to abolish but to fulfill.”  Then Jesus 
launches into his interpretation of several key laws in 
the Torah, introducing each section by saying, “You 
have heard it said…but I say to you…”  In other words, 
much of the Sermon on the Mount is a Bible study.  It’s 
a reminder that Jesus takes the Bible very, very 
seriously.  He spends a great deal of time helping his 
followers to understand how God’s Word is to be 
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3 Leviticus 11:41 
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Sermon on the Mount (Zondervan, 2013), 249. 



 2 

practically worked out in our lives.  That’s a good 
reminder for us since we live at a time when many, 
many people, even in the church, want to diminish the 
authority of the Bible in our lives, especially the Old 
Testament, which happens to be the part of the Bible 
Jesus focused on in his teaching.   
 
The verse we just read, Matthew 7:12, marks the end of 
Jesus’ Bible study.  Jesus says, “So, in everything…”  
That can also be translated, “Therefore, in 
everything,”, and whenever we see the word 
“therefore” in scripture we have to ask what it’s there 
for.  In other words, “therefore” always points us 
backward to what came just before.  That means that in 
this part of the sermon, Jesus is saying to us, “Keeping 
in mind all the ways I just multiplied for you how to 
keep God’s law, let me now boil God’s law down to its 
essence.”   
 
Then he gives us the essence: “So in everything, do to 
others what you would have them do to you, for this 
sums up [i.e. this is the essence of] the Law and the 
Prophets.”  In other words, if you are having trouble 
remembering everything that Jesus teaches us here 
about how to live as his disciple, especially as it relates 
to how you interact with others in this life, just 
remember this one thing: treat other people the way 
that you would want to be treated if you were in their 
shoes.  And not just the people you like, or the people 
who like you, or the people who also follow Jesus, but 
all people.  Notice Jesus doesn’t say “some others”.  He 
says “others”, meaning all others.  Do to all people what 
you would like done to you.  If you do that, you’ve kept 
the whole law.   
 
Now, to be fair, this wasn’t an entirely new teaching.  
There is a well-known story about Shammai and Hillel, 
who were two of the most famous Jewish rabbis in 
Israel around the time of Christ.  Shammai was the 
move conservative of the two, known for being stern 
and rigid when it came to the law.  Hillel was his more 
progressive counterpart.  Apparently, one day a cynic 
came to Shammai and told him, “I am prepared to 
believe in and follow your God if you can successfully 
teach me the entire Torah while I am standing on one 
leg.”  He was after the essence, not the details, and 
likely knew enough about the Torah to know that it 
would be hard to boil down 613 laws in less time than it 
would take for him to lose his balance.  His question 
infuriated Shammai, who responded by driving him 
away with a stick. 
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So the cynic went and found Hillel and asked the same 
question.  “I am prepared to believe in and follow your 
God if you can successfully teach me the entire Torah 
while I am standing on one leg.”  Hillel agreed to the 
challenge, and while the man stood there trying to keep 
his balance the wise rabbi simply said, “What is hateful 
to yourself, do to no other; that is the whole Law, and 
the rest is commentary.  Go and learn.”5   
 
Sounds a lot like what Jesus said, doesn’t it?  And it’s 
not just in Judaism where we find this teaching, but also 
in other ancient religions like Buddhism and 
Confucianism.  Confucius once said, “What you do not 
want done to yourself, do not do to others.”  Even the 
ancient Greek Stoics had as one of their basic maxims: 
“What you do not wish to be done to you, do not do to 
anyone else.”6  And when you think about it, it makes 
sense that such a principle should find such widespread 
acceptance.  Society cannot function unless people 
generally follow this rule.  Imagine if people just went 
around doing to others what they would not want done 
to themselves.  Anarchy and chaos would ensue.  This 
teaching is the foundation of ethics, the foundation to 
the whole well-being of society.   
 
The thing is, did you notice that Jesus did not say what 
Hillel, or Confucius or the Stoics said.  At first glance 
they sound quite similar, and so it’s easy to be confused.  
But look closer and you’ll see that Jesus is actually 
saying something entirely different.  In fact, it’s 
believed that Jesus is the only religious teacher in 
history to teach this particular ethic.  What most people 
teach has sometimes been called the Silver Rule.  Don’t 
do to others what you don’t want done to yourself.  But 
what Jesus teaches is called the Golden Rule.  It’s 
different.  In fact, it’s extraordinarily unique. 
 
Before we look at the difference, let me affirm again that 
the Silver Rule is a good rule to live by.  We can’t 
function as a society if people don’t follow it.  And 
because it teaches tolerance, it’s certainly a better 
option than other possibilities available to us.  
Specifically, some people (many people, actually) live by 
what I would call the Reciprocity Rule.  I’m tempted to 
stick with the Olympics theme and call it the Bronze 
Rule, but even a bronze medal is too good for this 
principle because the Reciprocity Rule basically says, 
“Do to others what they have done to you.”  An eye for 
an eye, a tooth for a tooth.  If somebody takes 
something from you, take something right back from 
him.  If somebody at work gossips about you in the 
break room, slander her on social media.  If your wife 
offends you, give her the silent treatment.  This has 

6 Barclay, 275. 
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always been a very popular rule for many people for 
many years, but it really is no way to live.  As the old 
saying goes, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
eventually leaves the whole world blind and toothless.   
 
By comparison, the Silver Rule, the Law of Tolerance, is 
far better than the Law of Reciprocity.  It’s far better, 
actually, to not do to people what you don’t want them 
to do to you, then it is to do to others what they do to 
you.  But can you see how vastly different even the 
Silver Rule is than the Golden Rule, what I would call 
the Law of Love?  The Silver Rule is largely passive, 
meaning that if you leave people alone, even do nothing 
at all, you can keep it.  It’s intention is to keep people 
from doing harm.  But the intention of the Golden Rule 
is to get people to do good.  Far from being passive, it calls 
us to be proactive.  Do you see the difference?  The 
Silver Rule tells me to avoid doing things to you that I 
would not want done to me.  I can avoid you entirely 
and still follow this rule.  Live and let live.  The Golden 
Rule, however, tells me to go out of my way to act 
towards you in the ways I would want others to act 
towards me if I were you.  The Golden Rule requires 
initiative, creativity, imagination, inconvenience, and 
even sacrifice.   
 
Here’s why Jesus is such a brilliant teacher.  When he 
gives us the essence of God’s law, he makes that essence 
so clear that even the most simple-minded among us 
can understand.  He does the same thing when he tells 
us that the second greatest command of all, behind only 
the command to love God with all heart, soul, mind and 
strength, is to love your neighbor as you love yourself.  
Do you see where he has us begin in both instances?  
He has us begin where we are most familiar, with 
ourselves.  Love others as you love yourself.  Ask what 
you would want other people to do for you, then take 
the initiative and do that for other people.   
 
Again, this is very familiar territory for all of us, 
because all of us go through the day, every day, asking 
this question: What is it that I want?  I’m hungry, what 
do I want for dinner?  The traffic is heavy, how would I 
like other drivers to behave towards me on the road?  
I’m new here, how do I wish people would welcome me?  
I just blew it, how do I want the people I let down to 
respond to me?  I have something important to say, 
how do I want others to listen?  Thinking about how 
we would like to be treated by others is the easiest, 
most natural thing that we do.  All Jesus is saying here 
is to switch places.  If I were in your place, how would I 
want to be treated by me? 
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Scot McKnight calls this the extension of self-care to 
others.  In the same way I care for myself, I just extend 
that care beyond myself to those around me.  He writes, 
“Self-love is the fertile ground for growing love for all, 
including one’s enemies.”7  Martin Luther put it this 
way, ““The only examples [Jesus] sets up is 
ourselves…The book is laid into your own bosom, and 
it is so clear that you do not need glasses to understand 
Moses and the law.  Thus you are your own Bible, your 
own teacher, your own theologian, and your own 
preacher.”8  Again, listen to that very familiar inner 
voice telling you how you would like to be treated, and 
then let it teach you how to treat others.  Trust me, 
once you do this, it becomes very clear, immediately 
clear, how you are to treat others.  Let me show you 
what I mean. 
 
When you drive in traffic, how do you want other 
drivers to treat you?  Well, that is how you should treat 
them.  You would love it if other people let you merge 
ahead of them even if it wasn’t your turn to go.  Do the 
same for them.  
 
When you realize somebody else sees things politically 
far differently than the way you see things, how would 
you like that person to treat you?  You probably don’t 
expect them to just start seeing things exactly your 
way, but I do suspect you would appreciate it if before 
they set out to explain how they see things, they made a 
real effort to first hear you out and to try to see things 
from your perspective.   So it’s simple, do for them what 
you would like done for you by keeping your opinions 
to yourself until after you’ve taken the initiative to hear 
how the person on the other side of the issue sees 
things.   
 
How do you want to be treated when you’ve made a 
mistake and let people down?  Do you want people to 
shame you, guilt-trip you, punish you, respond in kind?  
No, you want to be shown grace and mercy, to give you 
a second chance.  So when people let you down, show 
them grace and mercy.  Give them another chance.  
That’s what you’d want, right? 
 
How would I like to be treated by my boss?  Well, do I 
treat my employees that way?  How would I want my 
employees to treat me?  Do I treat my boss that way?  
How would I want my spouse to treat me?  Do I treat 
him or her that way?  If I were a politician, how would I 
want people in my district to treat me?  If I were a new 
employee trying to learn a new job, how would I want 
busy customers to treat me?   Is that how I treat the 
trainee at the cash register when I’m late for a meeting 

8 Cited by Fredrick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, 

Volume 1 (Eerdmans, 2004), 347. 
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and she can’t figure out how to work the machine?  
What’s my definition of a good neighbor?  Is that how I 
act towards the others who live in my neighborhood?  
You see how simple it is, how clear God’s will 
immediately becomes? 
 
This isn’t about feelings, by the way.  Jesus isn’t telling 
us how we should feel about other people, as if our 
feelings were something always within our control.  
That would unrealistic.  This is about action, about how 
we treat others, which is something we can control.  
And do you see how really very simple this is to 
understand, how just asking the question immediately 
makes clear how Jesus wants us to treat another 
person?  It’s so natural to ask, “What is it that I want?”  
So ask the question and then apply the answer to the 
other person.  Simply extend your self-care to others. 
 
Simple to understand, yes, but let’s be honest, it’s very, 
very hard to practice.  Part of the challenge is that Jesus 
doesn’t put any qualifications on this requirement of 
apprenticeship.  As I mentioned earlier, he doesn’t tell 
us that we should treat only some people like this, but 
that we must do to all others what we would have done 
to us if we were in their shoes.  It’s easy to practice the 
Golden Rule towards people who are eager to practice 
the Golden Rule towards us.  If two lanes are merging 
on the highway and the guy in the lane next to me is 
signaling me to go ahead of him, it’s easy for me to let 
him go first because I recognize he is somebody who 
would do the same for me.  It’s much harder for to let 
the pushy driver go ahead of me when it’s my turn, even 
though if I were the pushy driver I would want to be 
allowed to go first. 
 
But Jesus puts no such qualification on this command.  
He doesn’t say to only take the initiative to show 
kindness to those who are also taking the initiative to 
show kindness to you.  If we do that, we’re back to 
keeping the Silver Rule, or even the Law of Reciprocity.  
No, we are to apply the Golden Rule even towards 
those who would never think of applying it towards us.  
This doesn’t mean that Jesus wants us to be doormats, 
letting everybody walk all over us.  I think you know 
that.  There are healthy boundaries that we need to put 
in place.  At the same time, it does mean that there are 
going to be times when others will take advantage of 
us.  Frankly, that makes this Law of Love a dangerous 
thing.   
 
But love is always a dangerous thing, because love does 
not seek to protect the interests of self, but instead 
leaves those interests vulnerable as it seeks to protect 
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the interests of others.  I like how C.S. Lewis puts it in 
his book The Four Loves, 
 

To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, 
and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly 
be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it 
intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even 
to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies 
and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it 
up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. 
But in that casket— safe, dark, motionless, airless— 
it will change. It will not be broken; it will become 
unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. The 
alternative to tragedy, or at least to the risk of 
tragedy, is damnation. The only place outside 
Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all the 
dangers and distresses of love is Hell.9 

 
In the end, is this not how Jesus loved us?  Is this not 
the way of the cross?  Jesus did not follow the Rule of 
Reciprocity.  Thank God!  And he refused to settle for 
the Silver Rule, the Law of Tolerance.  The only rule he 
obeyed was the Golden Rule, the Law of Love.  Christ 
made himself wholly vulnerable when instead of 
thinking first of himself he put our interests ahead of his 
and treated us as he would want to be treated if he were 
in our shoes.  He did this all the way to the grave.  He 
did this even though this is, in no way, the way we 
treated him!  So if this is how we have been treated by 
Christ, how can we not then turn and treat others in the 
same way?  What sort of person receives such a gift and 
then refuses to pass it on to others when the 
opportunity arises?   
 
What kind of person does this?  To be honest, a person 
like me.  I suspect a person like you as well.  Because, 
let’s be honest, this is a very difficult command to 
follow.  I am reluctant to admit to you how often I fail 
to honor what Jesus says here is the very essence of God’s 
law.  Even once we understand the Golden Rule, and 
even once we remember this is the rule Jesus obeyed in 
his interactions with us, the Golden Rule is still very 
difficult to live out day to day.  Easy to understand, 
very difficult to practice.  In fact, apart from the grace 
and power of the Holy Spirit at work within us, 
renewing us and making us into new creations who 
increasingly, by grace, resemble Christ, this is an 
impossible rule to follow.   
  
Still, I believe Jesus would not give us this command if 
he did not believe it was possible for us to learn to obey 
it.  But he knows that we need his help.  So the first step 
towards becoming people who live by the Golden Rule 
is to lean more and more into the grace of Christ.  In 
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John 15, Jesus tells us that we are like branches which 
need to stay connected to him, the Vine, if we are to 
thrive.  In his words, “I am the vine, you are the 
branches.  Those who abide in me and I in them 
bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do 
nothing.”10  We only love to the extent that we come to 
know we are loved.  We will only bless others if we 
understand we have already been blessed, and then live 
out of that blessing.  We only forgive if we have 
experienced forgiveness.  So the more and more we can 
abide in Christ, root our lives in his love and grace and 
blessing, the more we will see Jesus transforming us 
and producing fruit in our lives.  The primary fruit he 
will produce is love, love which takes the form of the 
Golden Rule.   
 
Since it’s vitally important that we don’t just hear Jesus’ 
teaching this morning, but put it into practice, let me 
encourage this very simple next step.  Ask Jesus to 
bring to mind one person in your life towards whom 
you are not currently treating as you would want to be 
treated if you were in his or her shoes.  There are 
probably countless people each of us could name that fit 
this category, but ask God to just show you one today.  
Then, if you are a person who is serious about becoming 
an apprentice of Jesus, make a commitment to him this 
morning to begin to do whatever you can to obey the 
Golden Rule in that relationship.  In every interaction 
with this person, ask yourself how you would want to 
be treated, and then simply extend self-care.  Pray in 
those moments of interaction for God’s grace, for power 
to love as you have been loved.   
 
It will not be easy.  You will certainly fail at times, but 
as you offer yourself to Christ in this way for the sake of 
others, he will not fail to begin to change you to help 
you live and love as he lives and loves, not only in that 
one relationship but in all relationships.  Of course, 
often times people will not obey the Golden Rule 
towards you even though you obey it towards them.  
That’s the reality of the world we live in, a world where 
most people are only willing to obey the Law of 
Reciprocity or, at best, the Law of Tolerance.  But that 
does not release us from obedience to the Law of Love.  
For when we continue to obey it, we are actually 
aligning our lives to the deeper reality of heaven, a 
reality which will one day be the only reality there is.  
In that day, the Golden Rule will no longer be 
necessary because there won’t be a single person left 
who would even imagine living any other way. 
 
Amen. 
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The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Matthew 7:12.  These 

are among the most well-known words that Jesus 
ever spoke.  Try to put what he is saying here in 
your own words. 
 

2. Jesus boils down his teaching about how we live in 
this world to this one command.  Why do you think 
that this, among all things, is the essence of God’s 
law?   

 
3. Consider the three variations on what Jesus says 

here.  Which one best describes the way you 
generally treat people? 

 
a. The Law of Reciprocity: Do to others what they 

have done to you. 
b. The Law of Tolerance: Don’t do to others what 

you don’t want them to do to you. (The Silver 
Rule) 

c. The Law of Love: Do to others what you would 
have them do to you. (The Golden Rule) 
 

4. Do you think Jesus means us to apply the Golden 
Rule to everybody?  How about enemies who intend 
nothing but harm for us? 
 

5. How does a person learn to live by the Golden 
Rule?  Have you, yourself, made much progress 
learning to do to others what you would want done 
to you?  How?  Why or why not? 

 
6. Who is one person you sense God has laid on your 

heart in response to this message, the person 
towards whom you know you need to practice the 
Golden Rule?  What step can you take this week 
towards that end?   

 
 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

How can we practice the Golden Rule towards one another in 
this family?  Be specific and see if everyone can name at least 

one way they can do this. 


