
 
MATTHEW 5:21-37     Sunday 16th February        Walking the talk……yikes! 

 
The image for this Gospel passage today is a tightrope. The choices are to make the tightrope 
 like a motorway and ensure safe passage…. 
I could do that by reminding us that the overarching commandments are about love of God and neighbour 
and not drill into the specifics  of divorce; big picture stuff , never mind the detail. 
 
I could do that by saying that was then, this is now and the Laws were different then and what Jesus said 
was in context protective of women as men could divorce women by just saying it was so. 
 
I could develop some nifty high wire act skills and sift out the raisins from the sultanas we are juggling and 
choose some of the more applicable, more comfortable passages; first be reconciled to your brother or 
sister and then offer your gift, much as we do in the sharing of the peace before the Great Thanksgiving. 
I could take up knitting and decide to talk about a hymn instead. 
I am not one to avoid things but boy it is tempting, so we will take the wobbly rope. 
 
Jesus in this passage seems to be saying what we have heard him say before I am not here to dismantle the 
law but to fulfill it. If you thought the 10 commandments were rules to live by what would it be like to see 
inside your head? What about dreams, the royal road to the unconscious? We are not here to do a Jungian 
analysis, you will be relieved to hear! 
 
‘This is how I want you to behave’ says Jesus (paraphrased). When you come to worship and you 
remember someone has something against you, go to this person and make things right. Be reconciled 
then you can work things out with God. What does that say to us about worship? Sort things out between 
you then come to me seems to be what God is saying to us.  
 
To quote -The new law-giver 
Matthew arranges his gospel neatly into five discourses given by Jesus This has parallels with the opening 
five books of the First Testament which were the foundation of the Jewish Law. In today’s gospel reading 
Jesus has the appearance of being the new law-giver. He says six times, “You have been taught…. but I tell 
you….” (Matthew 5.21, 27, 31, 33, 38 & 43 - the wording of the formula changes slightly from one 
reference to the next.)  
 
The high moral standard espoused by Jesus in this Sermon on the Mount has been subject to many 
different Christian interpretations. David Bosch in Transforming Mission (Maryknoll, New York: 
Orbis,1991: p69) enumerates some of these: 

 Thomas Aquinas believed that these instructions were only for a special category of Christians 
(particularly the clergy!). 

 Lutherans of the 17th century believed that Jesus made impossible demands to expose our 
inadequacy and sinfulness. 

 In the 19th century it was commonly thought that what mattered most was attitude rather than 
concrete obedience. 

 Others have called this teaching an “interim ethic” meant to apply only for a short time until the 
expected immanent return of the Lord. 

https://www.amazon.com/Transforming-Mission-Paradigm-Theology-Missiology/dp/0883447193/ref=sr_1_2?keywords=Transforming+mission&qid=1579723855&s=books&sr=1-2


Bosch concludes, “there is no getting around the fact that, in Matthew’s view, Jesus actually expected all 
his followers to live according to these norms.”1 
 
Easy to say …. So hard to do …except for one little word - GRACE. The grace bestowed upon us as we were 
made in God’s Image (Genesis 1:27-28). The grace bestowed upon us in the words of the psalm Do not fear 
for I have redeemed you; I have called you by your name you are mine (Isaiah 43:1-7).We sang this in our 
hymn this morning. 
The grace bestowed upon us in the words of the Henri Nouwen poem“ OUR FIRST LOVE”HENRI NOUWEN 
Listen to what God is saying to us: 
You are my child. 
You are written on the palms of my hand. 
I have moulded you in the secret of the earth. 
 I have knitted you together in your mother’s womb. 
You belong to me. 
I am yours. You are mine. 
I have called you from eternity and you are the one who is held safe and embraced in love from eternity to 
eternity. 
You belong to me. And I am holding you safe and I want you to know that whatever happens to you, I am 
always there. I am always there: I will always be there and hold you in my embrace. 
You are mine. You are my child. You belong to my home. You belong to my intimate life and I will never let 
you go. I will be faithful to you. 2 
 

And so to marriage. At the heart of it all is faithfulness. At the heart of it all is forgiveness by the grace of 
God. At the heart of it all is love. The sticking point is whether it is love at  what cost, at all costs? Not at 
the cost of domestic violence, not at the cost of shame and humiliation, not at the cost of sinking in the 
mire of conflict and taking the children too. Not at the cost of a life of loneliness in a mistake of a 
relationship (I say  but if I am honest I don’t know if Jesus would agree) 
We are expected to live according to high standards and we will fail and we will be forgiven. As a 
community I believe it is beholden upon us not to judge, to love warts and all, planks and motes aplenty. 
We are all imperfect beings and by the grace of God seek to forgive and love at every juncture. As a 
community we need to have open arms and hearts  we are invited not to behave one way and secretly 
think something else and later gossip about it. ( Isa and I do think Jesus would agree with that ). Through 
God ‘s grace we can be bigger than that. Oh that does sound  a little serious, because it is….. 
Our Church is made up of people like you. We laugh a lot, sometimes we complain and sometimes we cry, 
but the neat thing is: God loves us. And in God’s image, by God’s grace we too love faithfully . 
 
KAY

                                                        
1 Andrew Gamman Kereru Publishing Taking Flight 

2 Henri Nouwen 



Standing close together 
we make our vows 
in front of others 
knowing  
with a backward 
kind of courage 
that everything  
passes 
away no matter 
how precious 
the memory 
and that 
even in this 
we recognise 
the flourish 
and the firm  
signature of love.3 
 
 
 

 

                                                        
3 David Whyte from Letting Go 


