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Dear friends in Christ,


As I’m sure you’re aware, tomorrow is Valentine’s Day, our annual celebration of love and romance.  Of  all the holidays that involve gift giving, this is the one that can be the most perilous and challenging.  It often has to do with unspoken expectations.  What kind of gift does she or he expect?  Will the gift communicate the right message for this relationship?   For some couples, a simple card and a box of candy is enough.  Maybe they’ve been married a long time, their commitment is solid, they’ve demonstrated their love over the years- for them Valentine’s  Day is pretty much just another day.  But what about that couple that has just begun dating and is beginning to think about where this relationship is headed?  What’s appropriate?  What gift sends the right message?  And what about that couple that is in a serious relationship and has been for some time?  Maybe she’s thinking this could be the day when that long awaited marriage proposal will come.  A box of chocolates is always nice, but that sure wouldn’t meet her expectations.  So, what to do for Valentine’s Day can be rather complicated , especially when trying to figure out unspoken expectations.

I mention expectations this morning because I have been thinking about the disciples as they listened to Jesus speak in the Sermon on the Mount.  Here was a man who said the kingdom of heaven was near.  Maybe the disciples were expecting that a whole new way, a whole new order, was about to break in.  Out with the old, in with the new.  Out with the outdated Jewish religious laws, in with something different.  Maybe they thought a revolution was about to take place, like just happened in Egypt, a clean sweep of the former regime.


But as I briefly mentioned last week, that’s not what Jesus says.  He has not come to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them.  In his very being resides the righteousness of God.  Further, his followers will be expected to reflect this righteousness, exceeding the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, the religious leaders of the day.  So he’s about to make the requirements even harder to follow.  I wonder what the disciples were thinking when they heard that?

Beginning with today’s reading, Jesus gets specific with the way righteousness is to be understood and lived.  He reinterprets six laws, beginning by saying “You have heard that it was said, but I say to you…”  Four of these laws are in today’s reading, two carryover into next week’s readings. 


In each case, Jesus begins with a current understanding of the law, and takes it deeper and makes it more personal.  Simply following the legal letter of the law is not enough.  That does not fulfill the righteousness that God desires and that Jesus embodies.  

And in every case, the new understanding is really about living in healthy and respectful relationships with one another.  It’s about creating a loving community.  That is what God wants, and that is what Jesus is pushing for in this section of the Sermon on the Mount.  With that background, let’s look at what Jesus says about the first four laws on murder, adultery, divorce, and vows.


Jesus starts with the well known fifth commandment, you shall not kill, or in our text, you shall not murder.  Almost everyone  could rightly say, “I haven’t done that. I’m a righteous and good person.”  But Jesus said, that’s not enough.  It’s not enough just to follow the legal law.  What’s going on inside of you also matters.   How you treat others matters.  If you’re angry with another, if you insult another, if you call someone a fool, all those behaviors are hurtful and can, in fact, lead to much  greater harm.  How many times have we heard news stories about a senseless killing because someone got mad at another person or insulted someone, which then escalated into violence.   Have you ever heard of road rage?  Just because we haven’t murdered someone, does not mean we are living the righteous life God desires.  We need to deal with anger in healthy ways and not fall into the trap of name calling and insults.


When I was a kid and someone called me an insulting name I was taught to  say back, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”  It’s a nice saying, but not exactly true.  Words do hurt.  I’m sure many of us have been wounded by words and phrases which have hurt us and we still carry with us.  Jesus says the righteous do not do those kinds of things.   The righteous work things out with the one with whom they have a problem.  The righteous avoid the courts and legal system whenever possible.  That’s the right way to live together in community. 


There are times as we live together within this community we call the church, that we will not see eye to eye with one another.  We’re human.  We make mistakes.  We have different opinions on things.  That’s normal and to be expected.  So when those times come, let’s be sure we talk directly to one another, not gossiping through other people.   Let’s respect one another, understanding that committed Christians can disagree.  Let’s not succumb to name calling or back handed comments.  In other words, let’s  live out the full intent of the fifth commandment as Jesus would have us do.


Jesus next turns to commandment 6, “You shall not commit adultery.”  Adultery is breaking the marriage commitment by becoming sexually involved with someone other than your spouse.  Again, many people can say, I haven’t done that, therefore I am a righteous person.  But again, Jesus says, that’s not enough.  In the patriarchal society of his day, Jesus speaks to the men and says that “everyone that looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”    


Much like anger and name calling can lead to greater harm and even murder, allowing sexual attraction towards someone other than your spouse to enter your life, can lead to greater harm, adultery, and probably the breakup of your marriage.  It may start simply, with a look or thought or touch.  That may be the start down a dangerous road. 


So Jesus says, don’t go there.  He uses strong language to make a point.  I don’t think we should literally be cutting off our hands or plucking out our eyes.  It’s not the hand or eye that is the real problem, it’s what’s between our ears, the brains that God gave us. What Jesus is saying is remove the thought and temptation from your life before it becomes a problem in your life and in your marriage.  The righteous not only keep the actual commandment, but seek to uphold marriage and family by looking at and treating members of the opposite sex with respect and dignity.  Appropriate boundaries are maintained for the sake the marriage.

Half the marriages in this country fail.  Frequently unfaithfulness is a factor.  If you allow yourself to listen to the media, it seems to be almost an accepted part of life.  Jesus teaches it is not so with the righteous, and we need to take his words seriously.


Jesus follows his teaching on adultery with his teaching on divorce. As you hear these words, remember that he’s speaking to a specific situation taking place in his day.  The letter of the law being practiced at the time allowed a man to divorce his wife for almost any reason.  If he felt she was no longer attractive enough, if he didn’t like the way she managed the household, if he had simply grown bored with the marriage, he could get a certificate of divorce and end it.  Divorce was becoming a convenient option, especially for men.  If he got a certificate of divorce, he could divorce his wife and even feel righteous about it.  He followed the law.  But there was nothing righteous about a divorce of convenience that sent a woman out on the street to fend for herself.  Just because it was legal, didn’t make it right.  As far as Jesus was concerned, that divorce paper was meaningless, except in the case of unfaithfulness.  So if the divorce was a sham and the woman had been faithful in the marriage, it put the woman in the position of committing adultery if she remarried.  So also if a man married a woman who had been cast off in one of these divorces of convenience, it would be as if he is committing adultery with a married woman.  In this warped system it was the man who was putting the woman in the position of being an adulterous with these phony divorces.  Here Jesus is advocating for and protecting the married women of the day.

The point here is that Jesus wanted to strengthen marriage and protect women and the family, not allow it to be weakened by men following the letter of a bad law.  As with the commandments on murder and adultery, just doing what the law says wasn’t enough.  Marriage has value and is important for families and couples need to make a commitment to each other to work together to make the relationship last. 
 Of course, it doesn’t always work out.  That’s obvious.  The relationships and issues today are very different than in the first century.  There may be many, complicated reasons why marriages fail.  Sometimes, bringing a bad relationship to an end may be the best choice for all concerned.  In that case, we seek God’s forgiveness and grace.   We confess our sin and believe God forgives us when we turn to Him.  And we also live with hope, believing that new, healthy and loving relationships can blossom once again in our lives.  But the point of this teaching is that marriage is important, has value, and is to be respected and taken seriously.  

The final law Jesus addresses today concerns vows or oaths that were being said to supposedly assure one’s honesty.  Your word was not enough, you had to swear on something else to beef up your integrity.  Think of the saying today, “Do you swear on the Bible.”  Your word needs something else to make sure it is true.  The problem was that many, many of these oaths had developed over time, and depending upon what you swore to, some were less binding than others.  So, it became the rabbi’s job to determine which oaths were truly binding and which were not.


Well, in this case, Jesus rejects that whole system.  He throws it out.  This is about personal integrity.  Yet your yes be yes and your no be no.  Tell the truth.  Be honest.  There is no need for additional oaths to be added.  That’s the righteous life God desires.  That’s the righteous life embodied in Jesus.

I don’t know what the disciples expected when they responded to the call to follow Jesus.  Maybe they thought the Jewish law and ethical demands of the day would be replaced by something completely new.  But that was not the case.  If anything, Jesus makes the law harder.  It’s not enough to not murder.  It’s appropriately handling anger and the words you speak to others.  It’s not enough to never commit adultery.   It’s maintaining the integrity of your marriage by treating the opposite sex with dignity and respect and keeping appropriate boundaries.  It’s not enough to meet the legal requirements for divorce.  It’s to love your partner do all you can to uphold and maintain your marriage.  It’s not enough to swear to tell the truth.  It’s to be honest and people of integrity in all that we do.


So, the commandments just got harder.  Righteousness just got tougher.  Will we always do these things perfectly, just as God would want?  No.  But that doesn’t mean we don’t try.  There’s nothing wrong with having high ethical expectations and seeking God’s righteousness.  May God grant us the strength and the will to make such righteousness  part of our lives.  Amen     
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