
Matthew 5:21-37 

Today’s Gospel reading seems to be setting out rules for living. Problems with rules and 

regulations are great and many. First, we can never keep them. The burden is heavy, we live 

in fear and anxiety – is this allowed? Can this be construed to be breaching the law?  

What Jesus is doing here is seemingly to add to our already heavy burden. It’s not just ‘do not 

murder’ but now being angry is wrong. It’s not just about not committing adultery but even 

thinking it is a sin. We can’t divorce any more, we can’t swear an oath either. How can we 

live up to this? 

Secondly and subsequently, all too often law has been used to harm and get one up over 

someone else. Even though we know these are impossible demands, and maybe because we 

do know that, we use such rules against people, in our personal vendettas against others. We 

use rules which were meant to build and preserve community to destroy that community.  

David Lose wrote in his commentary on this passage: ‘If we want to play the legal angle of 

the law, we can and all-too-often do. We do so, however, at our own peril, as before long our 

only resort is to count, and accuse, and litigate, and punish, and before you know it we are all 

cutting off our hands and plucking out our eyes to avoid the weight and fate of the law. In the 

world of "an eye for an eye," as Ghandi said, "all become blind."’1 

Pharisees and scribes made Judaism a very legalistic religion. There was an impossible set of 

rules to follow which either meant you failed miserably or felt proud and better than anyone 

else for observing all the 613 rules. Because none of that built community, Jesus came and 

reinterpreted the law by saying we need to see and follow the spirit of it rather than the letter. 

What his Church too often does is to make his law of love into a set of rules so that we can be 

all indignant that somebody is not complying with this or that rule. Again, none of that builds 

community. 

Jesus reinterpreted the law of the Torah for us and pointed out that the purpose of the law is 

relationships – relationships which make a community. When we look at today’s passage 

through this lens, we understand that it’s not enough to simply nor murder, but we should 

treat one another with respect, love and care. It’s not enough to refrain from committing 

adultery but we need to treat others as persons rather than objects. We need to afford them 

dignity and not try to use them to fulfil our own selfish desires.  

It’s not enough to think of how to discard yet another relationship but we need to work at 

healing our broken relationships. To look after one another and work for one another’s good. 

It’s not enough to swear an oath but we need to speak truth with honesty and integrity, to 

build one another up and not tear one another down. The thing about oath swearing is that 

fundamentally you do not trust one another. If you’re looking for an oath on something 

bigger than yourself means you’re not trusting the person uttering the words in the first place. 

You’re looking for some outside confirmation that what they are saying is indeed true.  

Today, as maybe every other time in history of humanity too, our society is experiencing 

relationship breakdown. I suspect today even more so than at any other time. Our mutual 

distrust is at unprecedented levels. Hospitality for thousands of years meant welcoming any 
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stranger into your home, giving them food and shelter and sharing all you had with them. 

Hospitality today means hospitality industry on one hand, where you need to have enough 

money to be able to enjoy it, or entertaining family and friends in your home – folk you like 

and choose to invite. Nothing wrong with that of course but where is community in all of 

that? We’ve institutionalised our help of the poorest and neediest and in this way 

conveniently got rid of the notion that we are in any degree responsible for the well-being of 

another human. At every level, we do not trust one another. 

The foundations of our society lie in ruins. We are suspicious of one another; we tend to lock 

ourselves in a safe tower of ‘my space’ and only allow certain people enter it. We are fearful 

of opening the door or speaking to someone on the street if they don’t look familiar or behave 

like us. No wonder our political life is in tatters – mistrust breeds hostility and so we shut out 

those we don’t like or disagree with.  

On the scene comes God. God doesn’t exist outwith community – community of the Three in 

One, community with his people. God is the ultimate community-builder and community-

nurturer. God says: trust is possible. Wholeness is possible. Love is possible. And life is so 

much better when they are present.  

God wants more not from us but for us. He wants us to enjoy the kind of community he 

created and reveals in God’s own being. There is so much more to life. I’m beginning to 

think the root of the problem is that fundamentally we do not trust God. We do not trust he 

loves us for who we are. We do not trust we are loveable. Hence, we retaliate and leave a trail 

of destruction in our wake. 

So today I want to tell you that you are deeply loved. Just as you are, no questions asked, no 

conditions given, no strings attached. You are loved. Deeply and truly. It’s only when we 

take in this profound truth, that we blossom. We become loving – not because we must or are 

told to or think it would be good if we did. Because we are loved and the only response to 

love is to love in return. We can then see ourselves as beloved, we can then afford ourselves 

the dignity and the respect we’ve maybe been denying ourselves, especially if the world 

denied it to us. We then begin to see others the way God sees us and them – as beautiful 

creatures of a loving God, created for love. Then trust, honesty, integrity and care for others 

follow naturally. They are no longer forced. 

I’m sorry if I have ever made you feel or think that you need to do or be anything more than 

you are. I’m sorry if the Church in all its fallen forms has made you feel or think you are 

inadequate in some way. Today I want you to know that you are precious, that you are 

cherished, that you are valued, that you are loved. You are good enough; you are just what’s 

needed and wanted.  

If you truly believed that, what would that mean for you? Would you be pushing yourself 

less? Would you be more forgiving of your own mistakes? Would you let go of the need to be 

or do this or that? God wants more for you. God wants more for all of us. Amen.   

 


