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We all have different views 
 And different understandings of Jesus. 
 
Some are closer and some are further 
 From the portrait of Jesus 
  That is found in the Bible. 
 
One popular representation 
 Presents Jesus as a sort of hippy, 

or proto-hippy: 
 
Someone who rejected the establishment and its rules, 
 Someone who just wanted to be his followers’ buddy, 
  Someone whose message was simply peace and love. 
 
But if you have been following our series 
 On Jesus’ ‘Sermon on the Mount’ 
  In the gospel of Matthew. 
 
You’ll quickly realise 
 That no hippy Jesus can be found. 
 
Yes Jesus believes in love: 
 Love of self, love of others, love of God. 

But Jesus believes that love is expressed  
   In concrete behavior. 
And when it comes down to the law 
 He recognises its usefulness in guiding behavior; 
  It has his endorsement. 
 
 

Just consider today’s lesson: 
 “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets;  

I have come not to abolish but to fulfil.”i 
 
But if the law has his endorsement 
 It is also clear  

that he expects his followers to observe it: 
 
“whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments,  

and teaches others to do the same,  
will be called least in the kingdom of heaven;  

 
but whoever does them  

and teaches them  
will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”ii 

 
Jesus endorses the law 
 And calls his disciples to obey it. 
  But he goes further. 
   He offers a new and rigorous interpretation. 
 
In a series of 6 antithesis 
 (‘you have heard it said’… ‘but I say to you’) 
  Jesus provides his own clarification of the law’s demands: 
 
And in doing so he extends the law’s breadth,  

removes the law’s permissions, 
  And probes the law’s intentions 
 
All for the purpose 

Of spurring his disciples on to a deeper righteousness 
 Than the ‘religious’ people of his day. 

 
Let me provide you with a quick overview  
 Of the first 3 antithesis as provided by commentator Marcia Riggs, 
  Before we delve into the 4th. 
 
Pay attention to how Jesus 
 Refuses to lighten the load. 
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In “The verses on anger [Jesus] 

enlarges the frame for understanding the prohibition against murder… 
 
Clearly Jesus is not rescinding the prohibition against murder,  

but he does place murder on a continuum of outcomes  
related to anger…  
 [calling us to exercise self-control 
  And make peace.] 

 
With regard to adultery,  

Jesus expands the meaning of the term  
so as that it encompasses both intent and action…  

 
Again, Jesus does not abolish the command not to commit adultery,  

but his inclusion of intention broadens its scope. 
 

In the verses on divorce (vv. 31-32),  
Jesus also stands in line with tradition  

in asserting the permissibility of divorce,  
but he places limits on the grounds for such…”iii 

 
Where are you Hippy Jesus? 
  
But then how about the next antithesis. 
 The one about taking oaths? 
 
To begin with Jesus acknowledges that the law 
 Provides an allowance for taking oaths: 
 
“‘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.”iv 
 
It’s helpful to know that: 

“… an oath or vow draws on a history of Israel’s experience  
in the courtroom and with judicial obligations.  

 
In the courtroom and in public, 

there is the command to be honest.  

[But at the same time oath-taking in Israel] 
was influenced by another item:  

the prohibition of using the name of God carelessly…. 
The sacredness of God’s name led to the practice in Judaism  

of substituting word’s for God’s name.”v 
 
This is what explain Jesus’ comments about the practise of 
 Swearing by heaven or earth, 
  By Jerusalem or the back of your head. 
 
An oath was taken 
 In the case when truthfulness 
  Was deemed necessary. 
 
God was called as witness 
 But people dared not mention God by name. 
 
Now taking vows inherently creates a problem 
 By suggesting that truthfulness is only required 
  In certain situations. 
 
And due to the practise of making substitutions for God’s name 
 Additional gradations of truthfulness 
  were introduced. 
 
We see this later in the Gospel of Matthew. 
 
Jesus condemns the Pharisees 
 For scaling truthfulness according 
  To the objects that were sworn by: 
 
 “vi‘Woe to you, blind guides, who say,  

“Whoever swears by the sanctuary is bound by nothing, 
 but whoever swears by the gold of the sanctuary 

is bound by the oath.” 
 
You blind fools!  

For which is greater, the gold  
or the sanctuary that has made the gold sacred?  
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And you say,  

“Whoever swears by the altar is bound by nothing, 
but whoever swears by the gift that is on the altar  

is bound by the oath.”  
 
How blind you are!  

For which is greater,  
the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred?  

 
So whoever swears by the altar, 

swears by it and by everything on it;  
and whoever swears by the sanctuary,  

swears by it and by the one who dwells in it;  
 
and whoever swears by heaven,  

swears by the throne of God  
and by the one who is seated upon it.”  

 
So how does Jesus respond to a society 
 Where words are chosen carefully 
  to avoid the truth 
   Or evade commitments? 
Jesus tells his followers not to take vows. 
 He admonishes them that God is present everywhere 
  And therefore a witness to everything: 
 
‘The heaven is God’s throne, 
 And the earth is his footstool.’ 
 
Jesus followers to be plain and truthful: 

“Let your ‘yes’ be ‘yes’ and your ‘no’ be ‘no’”, 
 Jesus says. 

 
We don’t live in that same society as Jesus. 
 In modern-day Canada oath-taking isn’t so common. 

But you might agree that we have similar problems. 
 
That we also struggle with keeping our commitments  

and simply telling the truth. 
 

An article in Psychology Today presents research  
 claiming that people lie in one of five 
  Daily interactions.vii 
 
But if oath-taking in Jesus’ day 
 Was undermining truthfulness, 
  What would you say is our biggest problem? 
   Is it the slander and gossip of our children’s story? 

[note—Mr. Peabody’s Apples, by Madonna was 
read] 

 
Maybe. 

But how about ‘white lies’. 
 
White lies—those minor, benign falsehoods. 
 Deceits designed to promote or protect ourselves 
  And our cherished relationships. 
 
How we leave out small but significant details, 
 when we retell stories of hurt or injury. 
  To present ourselves as victims of injustice. 
 
How we exaggerate our contribution 
 And downplay the involvement of others. 
  To show ourselves as uniquely competent. 
 
How we withhold our true feelings 
 And offer false flattery.  
  All to keep the waters placid 
   And present ourselves as a loyal friend. 
 
White lies—those minor, benign falsehoods. 
 We all tell them. 
  And they expose the areas of our lives 
   Where we’ve given ourselves permission 
    To massage the truth. 
 
What would Jesus think about ‘white lies’? 
 Do you think he’d take a new posture 
  And simply relax his stance on truthfulness. 
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Or do you think he would admonish 
 Us to be upfront and sincere. 
  To let our ‘yes’ be a real ‘yes’. 
   And our ‘no’ an authentic ‘no’? 
It’s something worth thinking about. 
 Jesus doesn’t tell us why  

he’s so concerned about truthfulness. 
   But we can see that there are issues of integrity at stake. 
 
It’s nice to have the sympathy or esteem of others 
 But less so when we have manipulated it. 
  In the end it just leaves us feeling like a fraud. 
 
It’s nice to have calm waters. 
 To feel at ease with our friends and neighbours. 
  But dishonesty is the enemy of intimacy. 
   Those supposed bridges towards friendship 

End up creating walls.viii 
 
Now there is an upfront cost  
 To being honest in our relationships. 
  Which is probably why we so often avoid it. 
 
It can create hiccups in friendships. 
 I may leave you spending an evening 
  On the couch. 
 
But in the end you will be paving the way 
 For real trust and real intimacy. 
  The very sort of relationships God made us for. 
 
Margaret asked Lynda 
 What Lynda thought about the new dress she was wearing. 

i Matthew 5:17 NRSV 
ii Matthew 5:19 NRSV 
iii Marcia Y. Riggs “Matthew 5:21-37” Feasting on the Word: Preaching the 

Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting on the Word – Year A, Volume 1: Advent 
through Transfiguration 

iv Matthew 5:33 NRSV 

  The dress she had spent way too much money on. 
 
The dress she’d was planning to wear to her nephew’s wedding. 
 
Lynda didn’t know what to say. 
 She liked Margaret 
  But this dress wasn’t Margaret: it was tight, it was short. 
   It was the wrong cut and the wrong color. 
 
Lynda could have said “Oh it’s perfect!” 
 But she was determined to be kind 
  Instead of nice. 
 
And so she gave a gentle but honest answer: 
 “I think I’ve seen you wearing nicer ones.” 
 
Later that year 
 Margaret had Lynda over for coffee. 
  During that hour she spoke about some family issues 
   That had long been troubling her. 
 
At the end of their conversation Lynda 
 Said she was honored that Margaret 
  Felt free to confide in her. 
 
Margaret replied: “Well I needed someone to listen to me. 

And I wanted someone who was honest. 
Someone I knew I could trust. 

 
By God’s grace 

May we also learn to be more honest. 
 And may we become worthy of other peoples’ trust. Amen. 

v Scot McKnight The Sermon on the Mount 110-111 
vi Matthew 23:16-22 NRSV 
vii See Lisa Firestone “Why We Lie and How to Stop” Psychology Today  

September 23, 2013 
viii Some of the background for this sermon come from reflections on Lisa 

Firestone “Why We Lie and How to Stop” Psychology Today  September 23, 2013 

                                                           


