
NEW LAW, NEW GOSPEL 

6th Sunday after Epiphany – A  February 12, 2017  Matthew 5:21-37 

 

First, let me say that I wasn’t real excited about this morning’s Gospel. But it does fit together with 

our first reading and psalm, which is the usual flow of our 3-year lectionary cycle of readings.  

While epistle readings tend in succession, rather than by theme, we can even see a fit there, as the 

Apostle Paul speaks of the importance of a community working together.  

When I read the gospel, I realized I hadn’t preached on this text in quite some time. First, because it 

falls rather late in the Epiphany season, we don’t always get to hear it before Lent begins (as we 

don’t always have a sixth Sunday after Epiphany). The last time these readings came up in the 

lectionary, three years ago, I was in Portland visiting our daughter, so Al Douglass got to preach on 

the texts (which he is actually doing again this morning, in Elizabeth City).  

Another difficulty I have is getting hung-up on the cultural bias that becomes evident in Jesus’ 

words on divorce. In Jewish law during Jesus’ day, divorce was initiated by the husband, and a 

divorced woman who remarried was considered a sinner. Women had no rights and no say, so the 

language is disturbing to our ears. But, that was how the patriarchal society worked more than 2,000 

years ago. 

Now that I’ve “soured” you on the Gospel, let me try to redeem it with some clarification and what 

I hope is a more mature understanding of what’s happening here.   

When Jesus talked about marriage, he talked about it in God’s ideal: that it was forever.  The 

assumption under Jewish law was that unfaithfulness (adultery) was the only legitimate condition 

for a divorce, because it meant that relationship was irreparably broken. Fast-forward to our time, 

where we have “no-fault” divorce (based on incompatibility, for instance), and we’re broadened our 

view on what constitutes a broken relationship, and at least attempts to give equal power to both 

partners in the marriage. Laws have evolved; yet that doesn’t lessen the responsibility that two 

people have to uphold marriage as the reflection of the love God has for us; therefore “it is not to be 

entered into lightly.”  

If there is another reason to dislike or fear this reading, it comes in the appearance that it is 

impossible to keep Jesus’ commandments, because he has definitely raised the bar to include even 

the mere thought of behaviors that are hurtful, dishonest, or overly self-indulgent. 

You haven’t committed any murders lately.  While the law in the Commandments tells us not to 

“kill” or “murder,” Jesus tells us that the mere thought of doing away with an enemy or opponent is 

just as bad. In fact, even wishing that person harm or misfortune goes against God’s desire for 

God’s people. 

Likewise, adultery is not only condemned, but the mere thought of an illicit relationship goes 

against God’s plan for us.  Probably the most noteworthy confession in our lifetimes was that of 

former President Jimmy Carter, who confessed back in 1976 that he was guilty of committing 

“adultery in my heart many times.” Today we would simply file that under TMI (too much 

information); but Carter understood Jesus’ words and reinterpretation of the law. 

Falsely swearing oaths or vows sounds like something we would rarely do, until we reconcile Jesus’ 

words with the commandment against bearing false witness: better-known as lying, which can also 

include making promises we know we can’t keep. We justify our transgressions with terms like 

“little white lie,” or “telling a fib” or we say we don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. Nonetheless, 
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a lie is a lie, and a broken promise is a broken promise.  Dishonesty with God, others, and ourselves 

goes against what Jesus tells us we should be, whether they be “things done” or “things left 

undone.” 

Perhaps this is the point where we can take solace in the fact that we normally begin our worship 

with “confession and forgiveness.” It is true that God forgives our transgressions, but the fact that 

Jesus brings up the law and intensifies the law means that our lives should be about more than 

hateful words, falsehoods, and impure thoughts. More important than “keeping the law” is “living 

the law.” 

To live the law, we keep in mind that our actions, our words, and even our thoughts have a way of 

reaching beyond us.  What we think, say, and do almost always affects others.  In fact, whether or 

not something I’ve said or done was even aimed at someone else, the way I live my life speaks 

volumes about the God I worship, the faith I share, and the respect I give others.  Long ago, God 

called a people in the wilderness “my people” and then gave them The Law as a gift to help them 

live better together.  Just as we look to our civil laws and our constitution to guide us as a nation, 

God’s law helps us live as a people: The Law marks us as God’s children.  So, Jesus’ teaching that 

strengthens and reinterprets the law is all about helping us in our relationship with each other just as 

much as it says something about the relationship we have with God.   

So Jesus can teach us: “You have heard that it was said…but now I say to you…” to help us live, 

not simply according to the letter of the law, but in fact, to live together as God wants us to live. 

This isn’t about hurting God’s pride, but rather, it is about living up to the full potential God has 

placed within us. To put it another way, it is living as though the Kingdom of God has already made 

itself known in our midst—because it has! 

Yesterday, at our “Mardi Gras” gathering, Father Tom was telling some of us about a poem he 

wrote for this morning: “I Want What I Want.”  I checked it last night; and within the poem he 

addresses a struggle we all face, the very definition of sinfulness: when I put all thoughts of God 

and others aside to pursue my own selfish, self-centered desires. Much of the time there is an 

unintended consequence: we hurt others as well as ourselves.  By expanding on the law to show us 

how our decisions (and even our thoughts) impact others, Jesus reminds us that there is so much 

more outside of our “bubble,” and that is how we truly experience life in its fullness. That is 

underscored in our First Reading, where Moses, who received the gift of the law, speaks 

prophetically to the people of God telling them (and us) that there are choices: life and prosperity, 

death and adversity. Not surprisingly, these seem to correlate with the choices between “doing what 

I want” and living in relationship with God and others.  The way of “me” and my “bubble” leads to 

loneliness and isolation—the very opposite of that which is life-giving.  The prophet urges the 

people of God: “Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your God, 

obeying him, and holding fast to him, for that means life….” 

Choose life. Open your eyes, your ears, and your minds to all that God has to reveal to you. Choose 

life. Live under the law and in the grace of the gospel. Choose life.  Love, as God loves you.  Amen. 


