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Matthew 5:33-42
I. Introduction

To prove a point, some talk show hosts and even some news reporters take time to go outside and interview the “man on the street.”  Suppose we were to do that this morning and ask the question, “If there is a God, how does one get into heaven?” what kind of answers would we get?  Would you be surprised if many people would say that trying one’s best to be good would be a common answer?  Some might say that a person just has to be sincere in his beliefs—whatever they may be.  Others might say that since their god is a god of love, he will let everyone into heaven.  Sadly, in their selfishness and sinfulness, many people and Satan have twisted God’s Word.  Hopefully, there would be some who would say something like, “If you honestly say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe with all of your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9-CEV).  
If we were to go back to Jesus’ day and ask the “man on the street” the same question, “If there is a God, how does one get into heaven?” the majority would answer that one needed to live a righteous life like the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.  This is why Jesus said earlier in Matthew 5:20, “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  What Jesus taught throughout His ministry, including here in the Sermon on the Mount is that, contrary to the external, superficial, and hypocritical righteousness that typified the Pharisees and teachers of the law, the righteousness God requires is first of all internal—righteousness begins with the attitudes of one’s heart.  Though it had been long forgotten or just neglected by most Jews of Jesus’ day, that truth was presented throughout the Old Testament.  Proverbs 16:2 says, “All a person's ways seem pure to them, but motives are weighed by the LORD.”    Isaiah 64:6 says, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”
Knowing the hearts and minds of those listening, Jesus used much of this sermon to point out the faulty principles and motivations of the legalistic system that had replaced God’s own revealed Word.  Jesus used the phrase “You have heard it said,” or something similar, to begin each of the six corrective illustrations that compared the human teaching with the divine Word of God.  Regardless of the topic, they all illustrated the same principle, the principle Jesus said must be applied to every area of life: righteousness is a matter of the heart.  A person’s attitudes determine his actions.  Jesus continued by talking about oaths.
II. Oaths

     A. Traditions of the Pharisees  The Pharisees’ teaching regarding oaths: “Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord,” was a warped summary of passages on oaths in the Law 

(Leviticus 19:12; Numbers 30:2; Deuteronomy 23:21-23); e.g., Exodus 20:7 says, “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain.”  In spite of or maybe because of this, the Pharisees used all kinds of tricks to sidestep the truth when giving an oath, i.e., ways not to be obligated to follow through on their word.  When making an oath or promise, they would avoid using the name of God, but they would come close by using the city of Jerusalem or heaven or earth, or even some body part.  They felt that as long as they didn’t use God’s Name, they were under no obligation to keep any oath they made.  Insincere vows became so common place that no one took them seriously at all.  If God’s Name wasn’t used, keeping an oath wasn’t important.
     B. Old Testament Teaching  In Leviticus 19:12 God provided for making oaths in His name, He said, “Do not swear falsely by my name and so profane the name of your God.  I am the LORD.”  Throughout the Old Testament many great men and women of God called on God as a witness to their truthfulness and sincerity, (Gen. 14:22-24; 26:31; 50:25; Josh. 9:15; Ruth 1:16-18; I Sam. 20:16; 2 Sam. 15:21)

  For one example, turn to Genesis 14:22-23.  Even God made oaths on certain occasions—turn to Genesis 22:15-18.  (Genesis 9:9-17; 22:15-18; Psalm 89:3,49; Jeremiah 11:5)  When Jesus used the phrase “I tell you the truth” or “truly, truly” in the KJV—to emphasize the importance of a teaching, He was making an oath.  From the Old Testament teachings, oaths were acceptable in God’s Name, but doing so was serious.  Leviticus 5:4-6 and Joshua 9:19-20, demonstrate that if an oath was broken, it was a sin and punishment was to be expected.

     C. Jesus’ Instruction  Jesus taught that His disciples should be people of such honesty and truthfulness that whatever they said would be absolutely believable and dependable.  God’s unchanging standard is truth and sincerity in everything.  A person’s daily conversations—not just his oaths or promises—should be truthful in every detail.  There is no such thing as a “half-truth.”  Proverbs 12:22 says, “The LORD detests lying lips, but he delights in men who are truthful.”


James 5:12 repeats what Jesus said, “Above all, my brothers, do not swear—not by heaven or by earth or by anything else.  Let your "Yes" be yes, and your "No," no, or you will be condemned.”  Jesus and James were saying that a Christian’s simple word should be as trustworthy as a signed document or contract or an oath in God’s Name.  Anything less than absolute truth is unacceptable to Him, because lies “come from the evil one,” the father of lies, Satan (John 8:44).

III. Retaliation

     A. Traditions of the Pharisees  Jesus then turned to another out-of-context Pharisaical phrase this time from Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20; Deuteronomy 19:21: “Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.”  From their self-centered viewpoint, the Pharisees decreed that these words permitted each man to be his own judge and jury and executer.  They taught that this was God’s mandate for personal vengeance--retaliation!  They didn’t get angry, they got even!
     B. Old Testament Teaching  To see the Old Testament teaching turn to Deuteronomy 19:16-21.   To begin, this law wasn’t for individuals to carry out, it was for the courts.  As verse 20 says one purpose was to curtail crime.  Another purpose was fairness—in a land with no police force, it was to keep from forcing an offender to pay more than the offense deserved.  In other words, the punishment was to match the offence or crime.  And contrary to the Pharisees teaching, it prevented people from taking the law into their own hands and getting personal revenge.

     C. Jesus’ Teaching  In light of Old Testament teachings and directly opposite to the teachings of the Pharisees, Jesus taught that retaliation in personal relationships has no place in a Christian’s life.  Retaliation is really an act of selfishness.  But Jesus wasn’t teaching that one shouldn’t resist evil at all.  James 4:7 says, “Resist the devil.”  Romans 12:9 says, “Hate what is evil.”  In 1 Corinthians 5:13 the Christians in the church in Corinth are told to "Expel the wicked man from among you."  Paul wrote to Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:20, “Those who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning.”  As one commentator wrote, “Not to restrain evil is neither just nor kind.  It doesn’t protect the innocent and has the effect of encouraging the wicked in their evil.”

Jesus was teaching Christians about personal resentment and vengeance or retaliation.  As Romans 12:21 says, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”  Using a Christian’s attitudes regarding dignity, personal rights, liberty, and property, Jesus taught His followers about nonretaliation in their personal lives and how to live with others.


1. Regarding one’s dignity, Jesus said, “If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.”  If someone strikes you on the right check, how is it done?  With the back of the hand.  This is not an act of aggression—a physical attack, rather, it is a demeaning act of contempt—the ultimate insult.  It was considered to be an act on a person’s honor and a terrible indignity.  Historically, a slave would rather be beaten than slapped on the right cheek.  Turning the other cheek symbolizes the non-avenging, non-retaliating, humble spirit of a Christian to demeaning acts and words of contempt.  In Leviticus 19:18 God said, “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself.  I am the LORD.”  Turn to 1 Peter 2:20-23.  When his dignity is damaged, Christians aren’t to retaliate, but, on the other hand, Jesus wasn’t prohibiting a person from defending himself from a physical attack.  

2. Turning to one’s Personal Rights,  Jesus then said, “If someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well.”  Jesus wasn’t talking of a robbery, in which a person tries to steal your clothes, but of the legal claim of “someone who wants to sue you.”  Jesus was saying that if a legal judgment is fairly made against a person for a certain amount, instead of seeking retaliation, a Christian should be willing to offer more than what is required to show that there is no bitterness or resentfulness against the one who has sued him legitimately and won.   A Christian should pay what he owes without bitterness or retaliation.  The words we pray in the Lord’s Prayer are to be the norm: “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  

3. Liberty  In Christ’s day, governmental or military people could force a civilian to help them do official business.  For example, a Roman soldier could force a civilian to carry his pack for 1 mile.  Who can forget Simon of Cyrene being forced to carry Jesus’ cross in Matthew 27:32?


Jesus taught His disciples that if they are forced to go 1 mile, they should be willing to go 2 miles.  Rather than thinking about liberty and doing as he would like, a Christian should be thinking of his duty and his privilege to be of service to others.  Just as Jesus gave up His freedom and His “equality with God” (Phil. 2:5) to serve us through His death on the cross, Christians should be quick to give up their liberty, even willing to be inconvenienced to serve others so that God’s Name would be glorified.

4. Property  In the name of Christ, a believer needs to be ready to forgo his dignity, his personal rights, and his liberty to serve others and to glorify God.  Finally, Jesus said that when asked, a Christian should be willing to loan or even give his property to another.  Although we know that all we have is from God, we often forget that He hasn’t given it to us to be used just for our benefit.  Christians need to be ready to share willingly and generously with those in need when they ask—or even before they ask if we know of a need.


The assumption is that there is a real need, Christians are NOT required to give to any foolish or selfish request that comes their way.  Sometimes giving a person what he wants will cause more harm than good; for example, giving must not encourage one to be lazy or shiftless.  In 2 Thessalonians 3:10 Paul wrote, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.”  However, sometimes we don’t know the situation and as the commentator William Barclay wrote, “It is better to help a score of fraudulent beggars than to risk turning away the one man in real need.”
IV. Conclusion


Unlike the Ceremonial and Judicial laws of the Old Testament which were fulfilled when Jesus died and rose again, the Law regarding the relationships between man and God and man and his fellow man, the Moral Law —is still to be obeyed.  We must be careful that we don’t interpret and teach this law the way we think, but rather we obey and teach the law as God’s Word says.


The theme of the Sermon on the Mount could be: “Being a Christian is Not Easy.”  Last week we saw that what we allow to happen in our hearts and minds—our attitudes—are just as important as our actions.  This week Jesus emphasized some actions that follow the right attitudes.  A Christian’s word should be truthful with everyone—affirming our word by using God’s name shouldn’t make any difference.  A Christian needs to be humble in spirit not thinking about retaliating or defending perceived rights.  A Christian must be willing to serve both with his time and all he possesses.  1 Peter 2:21 says, “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.”  Are you walking in Jesus’ steps?

Turn to Philippians 3:12-14.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus has set before us some very lofty goals; goals to strain for.  These goals are the kinds of things that set Christians apart from the rest of the world.  It’s these kinds of actions that often give us the opportunity to tell others about Christ.  But we can’t be successful in our own strength—there is only one way to grow as a Christian or as Paul wrote “to win the prize.”  In Romans 12:1-2 Paul gave the directions for growing and being victorious, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God-- this is your true and proper worship.  Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is-- his good, pleasing, and perfect will.”  Give yourself to our Awesome God and Creator and watch what wondrous things He will do with you and for you.
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