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The Heart of Obedience, Obedience from the Heart: Matthew 5:17-48 

When I was a child, I often wanted to quantify obedience; to determine the bare 

minimum I had to do. “Jeff, clean your room.” “Ok…define, ‘clean.’ Does that include the closet? 

Please say it doesn’t.” “Eat your dinner.” “How many more bites?” “Go to time-out. Fine… how 

many minutes?” “Don’t come home too late!” “Ok…define, ‘too late.’ 11? 12?” “And what 

happens if I’m like…5 minutes late? (Because of traffic, of course)?” Kids ask these kinds of 

questions. But so do adults. We can try to quantify obedience; and draw very clear lines; so we 

know exactly what obedience entails in every situation. “If I’m in a dating relationship; how far 

is “too far” physically?” “How generous should I be? What’s the minimum percentage I’m 

required to give?” “How much time should I spend reading the Bible and praying?” It’s nice to 

know where the lines are drawn, isn’t it? There’s security in that. Boundaries define the space 

in which it’s safe to roam. And the Bible does provide some concrete boundaries for our lives.  

But boundaries and standards can also be misleading. If I simply focus on externals; then 

righteousness becomes manageable. It’s controllable. Obedience becomes doing the bare 

minimum. It’s checking things off God’s “to-do list” for my life. And if I treat obedience this way, 

I can quarantine God’s influence on my life. I perform my tasks for God. And then I go and do 

what I want. God gets his part. I get mine. And this is one reason Jesus is so challenging; 

because Jesus gives me a completely different paradigm for obedience. Jesus doesn’t just ask 

me to follow rules. He asks me to follow him. And he doesn’t simply expect me to perform 

certain rituals. He expects me to become a new kind of person; to live a new life, with a new 

heart. And this changes my perspective on obedience. If I’m following Jesus, the basic question 

isn’t, “what action is permissible in this situation?” It’s, “what does it look like to display Jesus’ 

heart in this situation?” This way of living is far more risky, far more complicated, far more 

challenging, and far more rewarding than any other.   

We’re making our way through the Gospel of Matthew, in a series we’ve entitled, The 

Return of the King. Matthew’s aim is to demonstrate that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah; 

the promised King who’ll defeat sin and evil. In Matthew 3, we saw God publically announce 

Jesus as the King. Then, in chapter 4, God tests his King, to prepare him for his mission. And 

Jesus passes the test. Jesus then begins his ministry. And he displays his royal authority over 

sickness and evil. So Jesus has demonstrated his authority as King.  

And now, in Matthew 5-7, Jesus defines what life under his authority will look like, in a 

passage we call “The Sermon on the Mount.” Just as Moses went up on a mountain to receive 

God’s law, Jesus goes up on a mountain to give God’s law. Last week, we looked at the 
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beginning of this sermon, where Jesus describes the blessings of life under his reign. Jesus tells 

us who will be blessed in his kingdom. And we saw just how out-of-step Jesus’ values were with 

the values of his culture. In today’s passage, Jesus shifts his focus. And he addresses a question 

that would’ve been very relevant to his hearers.  

It’s clear that Jesus is giving commandments. And this would prompt Jesus’ hearers (and 

Matthew’s Jewish readers) to wonder; “how do Christ’s commandments – his law – relate to the 

law we already have; the Law of Moses?” That’s the question Jesus addresses in today’s 

passage. In verses 17-20, Jesus declares that his intention isn’t to abolish the Law of Moses. 

Rather, his goal is to reveal its deepest meaning. And then, in verses 21-48, Jesus describes its 

deepest meaning; he gives examples of what real obedience to God’s law looks like. And we’ll 

see that God’s desire has always been not just external conformity; but internal transformation. 

So according to Jesus; the heart of law – its very essence – is obedience from the heart. Let’s 

start by looking at what Jesus says about the heart of the law.  

1. The Heart of the Law: Occasionally, people try to draw a distinction between the  

“God of the Old Testament” and the “God of the New Testament.” In the Old Testament, God 

seems pretty harsh, and demanding. But in the New Testament, God perhaps appears more 

mellow, and fatherly. He seems to lower his expectations a little bit. But upon closer inspection 

we see this isn’t the case. In this passage, Jesus claims that the Old Testament law is actually 

more demanding than people imagined. When Jesus arrives on the scene, he doesn’t lower the 

bar. He actually raises it. He says, "Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets;  

I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. 18 "For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass 

away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (vv. 17-

18). Jesus is talking about the Hebrew Scriptures; the Old Testament. And he has no intention of 

abolishing these books. The Old Testament cannot be disregarded. In fact, the smallest parts of 

it are as permanent as heaven and earth. That’s why Jesus goes on to say. "Whoever then 

annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, shall be 

called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called 

great in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 19). In other words, if you disregard even the most minor 

Old Testament commandment, you’ll be held in low esteem in Christ’s kingdom. But if you keep 

the most minor commandment, you’ll be honored. So, what does this mean for Christians? Are 

we obligated to literally obey all the minutiae of Old Testament Law? Mandatory circumcision 

for boys? No shellfish, or bacon? Is that what Jesus is saying? Not quite. Jesus isn’t abolishing 

the Old Testament. But neither is he simply restating it.  

Instead, he’s fulfilling it. Jesus fulfills the entire Old Testament. He fulfills, or completes, 

the Old Testament story. The drama reaches its climax in Jesus. And Jesus fulfills the Law of 

Moses. He embodies the perfect righteousness that God requires. And in his teaching, Jesus 

reveals the essence of the law. He discloses its deepest meaning. See, the Law of Moses was a 

temporary arrangement. In the law, God provided various images and pictures, which served as 
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clues. They pointed forward to the kind of purity God envisioned for his people. The law was a 

shadow. But Christ is the substance. He is the purity of God. And in his teaching, Jesus reveals 

the direction the law was always pointing. So the entire Old Testament is an enduring witness 

to Christ. But now that Christ has come, we listen to him; because that’s who the Old 

Testament was pointing to. And we obey the Old Testament law; but only as it is interpreted by 

Jesus; because Jesus sums up the true meaning of the law. So for Christians, obeying the Old 

Testament is obeying Jesus. In effect, Jesus is saying here, “you can’t understand the heart of 

God’s law unless you listen to me.”  

And that’s a shocking claim. Jesus is talking about God’s law as if he determines its 

meaning. Jacob Neusner was one of the most prolific scholars of Judaism in the 20th century. In 

one of his interviews he said, “Jesus attitude towards the law makes me want to say, “Who do 

you think you are? God?”1 Jesus claims to define God’s law. And it’s clear that he has high 

expectations for us.   

He says, "For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes 

and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven” (v. 20). The scribes and the Pharisees 

were the most meticulous law-keepers of Jesus’ day. No one was more concerned about strict 

adherence to God’s law than they were. But Jesus says, “you must possess a better 

righteousness than they do.” So what does Jesus mean? Is he simply saying, “you must be better 

rule-followers than the best rule-followers?” No. He’s calling his followers to a better kind of 

righteousness. God isn’t just after external conformity. He’s after a radical, internal obedience. 

That’s the kind of righteousness required to live in Christ’s kingdom. And if we understand the 

true intention of God’s law, Jesus says, that’s the kind of righteousness we’ll seek to cultivate.  

And in the remainder of this passage, Jesus describes this kind of righteousness; this life 

to which the law points. In addition, he corrects his hearers’ misunderstandings about the law. 

Six times Jesus says, “you have heard it said…but I say to you.” When Jesus says this, he isn’t 

correcting the Old Testament. Rather, he’s correcting misunderstandings of it. The Jewish legal 

experts of Jesus’ day were very focused on externals; with legal precision and technicalities. But 

as we’ll see, this actually caused them to miss the heart of God’s law. So Jesus shows us both 

how, and how not to read the Old Testament. And he gets to the heart of anger; the heart of 

fidelity, the heart of integrity, and the heart of love. Now, I’m going to warn you: I’ll only touch 

on each of these subjects lightly. But in each case, I want you to see how Jesus presses us to 

obey radically, and from the heart.  

2. The Heart of Anger: Let’s look at what Jesus says about anger. Have you ever said,  

“I’m not an angry person. People make me angry.” Or, “Look, I get angry sometimes. But I’ve 

never murdered anyone.” I tend to minimize my anger. But Jesus thinks the anger in my heart is 

deadly serious. He says, "You have heard that the ancients were told, 'YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT 

MURDER ' and 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.'  22 "But I say to you that 

everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his 
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brother, 'You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, 

'You fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (vv. 21-22). I want a world without 

murder. But Jesus wants a world without anger. The Jews of Jesus’ day thought they’d obeyed 

the command not to murder simply by refraining from murdering. But according to Jesus, God 

prohibits murder because he’s opposed to every form of murderous anger. And this kind of 

anger begins in the heart. Derek Kidner says that sin, whether in its embryonic or full-blown 

form, possesses the same DNA. So the difference between me and a murderer isn’t as great as 

I’d like to imagine. We have the same disease. And God will have none of it in his kingdom. He’s 

going to cast out all wicked anger. And the smallest insult – the thing I said about that bad 

driver in my mind – is sufficient to condemn me in God’s courtroom.  

Now not all anger is bad. It’s godly to be angry at injustice. But anger is like fire. When 

it’s properly constrained, it brings the right kind of heat and illumination. But because of sin, we 

don’t always get angry about the right things, or in the right ways. It’s why I can be more 

incensed by the guy who cuts me off on the freeway than by some oppressive government. And 

I tend to overreact. The fire gets out of the fireplace. Anger can spread to areas I didn’t 

anticipate. Have you ever noticed that? If my kid spills milk after the Warriors win, I say, 

“whoops. Let me get that for you.” If my kid spills milk after the Warriors lose, it’s an act of 

defiance; like my kid had this secret plot and thought, “I know how I can disrespect Dad. I’m 

gonna spill some milk.” So why would I cry over spilled milk? I’m still mad about the game. And 

now my kid is collateral damage. Anger spreads. If it’s not dealt with, it bleeds into every area 

of life, and destroys human community. And Jesus says we need to get this out of our hearts. 

And the way we do this, is through reconciliation. He says, 

"Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your 

brother has something against you, 24 leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be 

reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering. 25 "Make friends quickly 

with your opponent at law while you are with him on the way, so that your opponent may not 

hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the officer, and you be thrown into prison. 26 "Truly 

I say to you, you will not come out of there until you have paid up the last cent” (vv. 23-26). We 

must seek immediate reconciliation. It’s more important than performing religious duties. Jesus 

says, “if you know you need to reconcile with someone, do it now”; even if you have to leave 

your offering in the temple; even if you’re late for church, go do it. If you’re guilty in a case, 

don’t double-down. Admit your wrong. Ask forgiveness. As Paul says, “Don’t let the sun go 

down on your anger.”2 If I’m mad at someone, or if I know someone is mad at me, we need to 

talk today (and by the way, in most cases, it shouldn’t happen via text or email). Talk to the 

person. Pray. Reflect. Be gracious. Be calm. Be clear. But don’t delay. Unresolved anger is that 

destructive to human community.   

3. The Heart of Fidelity: Jesus gets to the heart of anger. Second, he gets to the heart  

of fidelity; of what it means to be faithful to our spouses. "You have heard that it was said,  
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'YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY';  28 but I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman 

with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye makes 

you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of 

your body, than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30 If your right hand makes you 

stumble, cut it off and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of your 

body, than for your whole body to go into hell” (vv. 27-30). I want a world without adultery. 

Jesus wants a world without lust. And God prohibits adultery because he doesn’t want a world 

filled with objectifying, dehumanizing lust. Jesus says adultery doesn’t begin out there. It begins 

in here. The Jews of Jesus’ day avoided adultery. But the men of the culture placed much of the 

burden of preventing adultery on women. Some supposed that immodest women were the 

root cause of adultery. But Jesus says that’s wrong; that our adulterous hearts are the root 

cause of adultery. And he places the onus on the luster; to deal with his lust.  

He says, “Gouge out your eye. Cut off your hand.” In other words, “Do whatever it takes 

to root out the things that trigger lustful desire in your heart.” In 2003, Aron Ralston was 

descending into a slot canyon. And all of a sudden, a boulder dislodged and fell on his right arm. 

Ralston was trapped. For 5 days, he tried to free his arm. But he couldn’t do it. He ran out of 

food, and water. So Ralston did something drastic. He figured out a way to break his radius, and 

his ulna. And then he used a dull 2-inch blade to amputate his own arm. He then climbed out of 

the canyon; rappelled down a sheer-faced cliff, and hiked to safety. In the face of impending 

death, Ralston did something extreme. Do we see sin as that deadly? Are we willing to take 

extreme measures to root it out? Listen, Jesus isn’t telling you to cut off your hand. But he’s 

telling you to cut out whatever causes lust. So, it doesn’t matter if your spouse likes that TV 

show. If it causes you to lust, don’t watch it. It doesn’t matter if all of your friends are reading 

that trashy novel. If it causes you to fantasize, or it thrills you, stop reading it. It doesn’t matter 

if everyone owns a smart phone. If it causes you to stumble, you don’t need one. Listen. I don’t 

have access to a web browser on my phone. For me, the convenience of that web browser isn’t 

worth the risk. Jesus says that if I’m truly committed to my spouse, I’ll do what it takes to be 

faithful, not just with my body; but with my thoughts and affections. And people who are 

indifferent to such matters, Jesus says, don’t really get what it means to follow him. Jesus 

expects us to be faithful from the heart.  

And he expects us to stick it out in our marriages. "It was said, 'WHOEVER SENDS HIS 

WIFE AWAY, LET HIM GIVE HER A CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE'; 32 but I say to you that everyone 

who divorces his wife, except for the reason of unchastity, makes her commit adultery; and 

whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (vv. 31-32). In Deuteronomy Moses says 

a man who divorces his wife must provide her with a certificate of divorce. Now this was a 

protection to her. Legally this certificate freed her to remarry. But some Jews of Jesus’ day 

believed they could divorce a woman for nearly any reason. So if a wife burned dinner, her 

husband could divorce her; so long as he provided this certificate.  
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 But Jesus says, “You’re so focused on the technicalities of divorce, that you’ve missed the 

meaning of marriage.” Moses was dealing with a civil issue; “how do we handle divorce when it 

happens?” God was making accommodations for the decisions his people would make. But 

God’s ideal isn’t divorce. God’s ideal is one man, one woman, one flesh, one life, until death. 

And we don’t have the authority to divorce for any reason. In fact, Jesus says, unless sexual 

immorality is involved, we aren’t free to divorce. We’re still bound to our spouses.  

Now, Jesus will return to the issue of divorce in Matthew 19. And when we look at that 

passage, we’ll look much more closely at this issue. There are times we’re free to remarry. And 

there are times it’s wise to flee from a dangerous situation. But here’s Jesus’ point; don’t look 

for an out. Don’t look for an excuse to leave. Yes, there are times when God graciously permits 

us to leave. But that’s a concession, not a command. And there are not an infinite number of 

permissible reasons to end a marriage. There aren’t. So don’t fantasize about leaving; because 

believe me, I’ve seen Christians do unbelievable biblical gymnastics to get out of their 

marriages, and justify their divorces. You can make the Bible say whatever you want when you 

really want to disobey it. Believe me. Jesus says fidelity begins in my heart. I have an exclusive 

affection for my spouse. I stick it out with her.      

4. The Heart of Integrity: That’s the heard of fidelity. Next, Jesus gets to the heart of  

integrity. He says, "Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, 'YOU SHALL NOT MAKE 

FALSE VOWS, BUT SHALL FULFILL YOUR VOWS TO THE LORD.'  34 "But I say to you, make no oath 

at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God,  35 or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His 

feet, or by Jerusalem, for it is THE CITY OF THE GREAT KING. 36 "Nor shall you make an oath by 

your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black.  37 "But let your statement be, 'Yes, yes ' 

or 'No, no'; anything beyond these is of evil” (vv. 33-37). In Deuteronomy, Moses tells the 

Israelites to fulfill their vows to the Lord. God wants us to take him seriously. So when we say, 

“The Lord is my witness, I will do x,” we’d better mean it. The people of Jesus’ day were terrified 

of dishonoring God by breaking their vows to him. They didn’t want to belittle him in any way. 

So here’s what they did. They stopped saying, “the Lord is my witness,” and instead said, “the 

earth is my witness;” or, “Jerusalem is my witness.” That way, if they broke the vow, they 

weren’t offending so great a witness. And this led the people to create this elaborate hierarchy 

of vows. There were more serious vows, and less serious vows. And if you broke a minor vow, it 

wasn’t as big a deal. So a person could say, “Sorry, I know I promised to help you work on your 

car. But I only swore by my own head to do that. That’s not a binding oath. And, I won’t be able 

to keep it.” By making a “light” vow, a person could opt out of a commitment.   

But Jesus will have none of this. He says, “don’t make oaths at all!” Now, I don’t think 

Jesus is saying that vows or oaths are inherently wrong. I think he’s saying, “if you’re going to 

play these kind of word games, don’t make oaths at all!”3 We should be integrated people; 

people who say what we mean. And regardless of what we say, God is always witness to our 

vows. He’s present in heaven, and earth, and in Jerusalem. And he controls the hairs on my 
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head. So I should treat every word I say as a vow to the Lord. Thus, whenever I say “yes” or 

“no,” I should live accordingly. There should be total agreement between my words and my 

actions. 

And notice, being a person of integrity doesn’t just mean saying, “yes.” It means saying, 

“no.” A person of integrity understands what she can commit to; and, what she cannot. And 

that’s so important for us to remember, because we’re inundated with commitments. Our lives 

are complex. We have the ability to be pulled in so many different directions. But I’ve found 

that there’s an inverse relationship between the quantity of commitments I make, and the 

quality of the commitments I make. The more I do, the lousier I do it. And I’d rather really 

commit to a few things, than sorta commit to everything. So before you commit ask yourself, 

“Can I fulfill the expectations?” If you join a ministry, be a reliable team member. If you join a 

community group, plan to be at every meeting. If you’re kid joins a sports team, be at the 

practices. Help out. I need to learn to say “yes,” and “no.”    

5. Heart of Love: Jesus gets to the heart of anger; the heart of fidelity; the heart of  

integrity. And finally, he gets to the heart of love. Jesus reveals both the nature of love, and the 

extent of love. And in so doing, he shows us how to love like God. Jesus first speaks to the 

nature of love. He says, "You have heard that it was said, 'AN EYE FOR AN EYE, AND A TOOTH 

FOR A TOOTH.' 39 "But I say to you, do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your 

right cheek, turn the other to him also. 40 "If anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, let 

him have your coat also. 41 "Whoever forces you to go one mile, go with him two. 42 "Give to him 

who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you” (vv. 38-42). In 

the Old Testament, God lays down a principle; “an eye for an eye.” If someone was injured, the 

perpetrator was to incur the same injury. In this way, justice was served. And this placed a limit 

on the cycle of violence. It kept tribal conflicts from spiraling out of control; because each side 

couldn’t keep retaliating. “An eye for an eye,” meant that justice had been served. And this 

principle applied to civil and criminal cases; the state was responsible for overseeing the 

administration of this principle.  

But the Jews of Jesus’ day tried to apply this principle to every area of life, including 

personal relationships. So if you offend me, I’m entitled to offend you back. If you take money 

from me, I can take money from you, and so on. Everything was “tit for tat.” But Jesus says 

these people are missing the point. Now, I don’t think Jesus is saying there’s no place for 

retributive justice. It’s clear from Scripture that God repays evildoers; he seeks retribution 

against them. And the state has a God-ordained role in repaying evildoers for their evil. Rather, 

Jesus is calling us to a higher standard in our personal lives. He’s calling us to a reject a “tit for 

tat” mentality in our relationships. Instead, he calls us to treat people better than they deserve; 

and that’s the true nature of love; love is sacrificially blessing those who would curse us. And 

Jesus provides four examples of what this love looks like.  

First, he calls us to take insults graciously. If someone slaps us on the cheek, we don’t  
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slap back. Instead, we turn the other cheek. Now, I don’t think Jesus is saying that whenever  

someone attacks you, you’re obligated to stand by passively and let the person pummel you. 

Jesus himself doesn’t always do this. There are times he flees from violent situations. Jesus is 

talking about someone who slaps you on the right cheek; presumably with his right hand. In 

other words, the action he describes is a back-handed slap. And the primary purpose of such a 

slap would be to insult more than to injure. I’ve never seen a fight where someone squares up, 

and then attacks with a back-handed slap! And so Jesus is saying that when people insult us, we 

don’t respond in kind.  

When people sue us, we don’t double down and fight to the bitter end. As Jesus said 

earlier, we try to make friends with them; we seek reconciliation. And we should be willing to 

give them even more than they ask for.  

Jesus says, “when someone asks you to walk with them one mile, walk two.” In Jesus’ 

day, Roman soldiers could commandeer people to carry things for them. Jesus says, “Do this 

willingly! Don’t fight it. Instead, walk with them even further than they require.” Go to jury duty 

with a smile on your face, and joy in your heart! Perform your civic duty with joy! Do even more 

than is required.   

 And Jesus says, “give to all who ask of you.” We should live with open hands. We should 

be eager to give without expecting repayment. And when I hear this, I instantly think of 

counter-examples. “Jesus, am I supposed to give a drunk a drink?” “What about the guy on the 

street who’s manipulating people for money? Do I give to him?” We must place Jesus’ words in 

the larger context of Scripture. I don’t think we’re called to give people things that’ll destroy 

them. That’s not the point. But here is the point; we need to be open-handed. We must have a 

disposition to give, and not take. And this doesn’t make life easier. It makes life more 

complicated. It’s not always clear what the right decision is. But the point is; we shouldn’t look 

for what we can get from relationships; but what we can give. And we should give without 

expecting repayment.  

In short, we should treat people better than they deserve, like Jesus does. If I have a 

heart of love, the basic question I ask is not, “what am I entitled to do in this situation?” But, 

“what is the way of the cross in this situation?” “What would it look like to look like Jesus in this 

situation?” Now, this doesn’t mean we stop speaking the truth to people, or stop bearing 

witness against evil. Jesus didn’t do that. He was perfectly comfortable confronting evil. Living 

like Jesus means we don’t play the world’s game in responding to evil; we don’t respond in 

kind. And if we live this kind of non-retaliatory life, I think we’ll actually speak the truth more 

effectively. When we suffer unjustly, it demonstrates our moral authority. It reveals even more 

clearly who’s in the right, and who’s in the wrong. Martin Luther King’s commitment to non-

retaliation underscored the righteousness of his cause. When we take on unearned suffering, it 

reveals the justness of our case. 

 When I was about 12, I did one of the worst things I’ve ever done to my dad. We were  
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playing soccer with some of the guys on my team, and it was a pretty competitive game. My 

dad and I are competitive by nature, and we were playfully trash-talking back and forth. But 

when he started winning, things got more serious. I got mad. I got really mad. In fact, I got so 

mad at him that I flipped him off in front of all my friends. And the instant I did it, I knew, “that 

was a really bad idea.” But my dad didn’t react. In fact, the whole ride home, he was silent. And 

the whole time I’m wondering, “what’s he gonna do to me?” And we get home. And my dad sits 

down with m. And he just says, “Jeff, I love you. But I’m surprised that you were capable of 

disrespecting me like that in public, and it hurts.” And those words cut straight to my heart. I 

was crushed that I’d disrespected my dad like that. Now imagine if he’d reacted. Imagine if he’d 

responded in kind, and flipped me off. Then, I could’ve gotten mad at him. But his non-

retaliatory response underscored that he was in the right; and that I was in the wrong. It drove 

home that point in a way nothing else could. The way of the cross is treating people better than 

they deserve.  

And Jesus says we are to treat everyone this way. Everyone we come across. "You have 

heard that it was said, 'YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR and hate your enemy.'  44 "But I say 

to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of 

your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends 

rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 46 "For if you love those who love you, what reward 

do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  47 "If you greet only your brothers, 

what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?  48 "Therefore you 

are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (vv. 43-48). In the Old Testament, God 

commanded the Israelites to love their neighbor. But the Jews of Jesus’ day were very 

interested in defining who their neighbors were. They wanted to know, “who counts as a 

neighbor, and who doesn’t?” And so the Jews divided people into two categories, neighbors, 

and non-neighbors. And they loved their neighbors. But they believed it was permissible to hate 

non-neighbors. But Jesus says, “you’re missing the point of God’s law.” Jesus says a neighbor is 

anyone who crosses your path; including those who are hostile to you. And Jesus calls his 

hearers to love such people.  

He calls them to treat people the way God does. God treats people better than they 

deserve. Some people get up in the morning and curse God. And God sends rain on  

their crops. Some people get up in the morning and bless God. And God sends rain on their 

crops. God treats people hostile to him better than they deserve. And we are to do the same. 

Otherwise, Jesus says, we’re just like everyone else. Anyone can love someone who loves them. 

But divine love seeks to bless in the face of cursing.  

Jesus ends by saying, “be perfect, as God is perfect.” Jesus is revealing the true intention 

of the law. God says, “be holy as I am holy.”4 God’s standard is perfection; a perfect heart of 

love towards other people.     
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And that feels devastating. As I read this passage, I realize that I come nowhere close to 

Jesus’ standard. I like what C.S. Lewis says about this passage, “As to ‘caring for’ the Sermon on 

the Mount, if ‘caring for’ here means ‘liking’ or enjoying, I suppose no one ‘cares for’ it. Who can 

like being knocked flat on his face by a sledgehammer? I can hardly imagine a more deadly 

spiritual condition than that of a man who can read that passage with tranquil pleasure.”5 This 

passage is a wrecking ball to our pride, and self-confidence. Jesus expects us to obey from a 

perfectly pure heart; and love as God loves. And perhaps you hear that and think, “there’s no 

way. There’s no way I can do that. I’m bankrupt. I can’t live this way.” And if we respond that 

way, Jesus has us right where he wants us. Remember how Jesus begins his sermon. “Blessed 

are those who are poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3). Blessed are those who know they’re bankrupt. 

Blessed are those, as Bryan Loritts says, who have a disposition of desperation. I can’t do this. 

But Christ does it for me. He lives the perfect life and fulfils the law for me. And then he lives 

inside of me to fulfill the law through me. And so he gives me the status of righteousness and 

the internal righteousness needed to enter the kingdom of God. And so if I feel bankrupt in the 

face of this challenge, I’m in a good place; because then I’m driven to Jesus, and reminded that I 

need him to live this out. Let’s pray.    

 

2017 Creekside Community Church. All rights reserved. Scripture taken from the NEW 

AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE® © The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 

1973, 1975, 1977. Used by permission.
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