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And so, we continue to read Matthew’s account of the Sermon on 

the Mount, and see again the Jewishness of Matthew’s gospel, 

and its relationship to the Jewish scriptures, which Matthew 

always treats as true and valid – but not complete. After the 

Jewish scriptures, there is more to come – and that ‘more’ will 

transform and fulfil. It is, after all, Matthew who writes ‘Every 

scribe who has been trained for the Kingdom of Heaven is like a 

householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and what 

is old’; (M 13.52). The new insight does not replace the old, it 

expands it. 

We have already heard ‘Think not that I have come to abolish 

the Law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish the Law 

and the prophets but to fulfil them’. For Matthew, the Law is 

sacred, but in need of transformation – and his vision of 

transformation leads to excess – ‘you have heard it said . . . but I 

say to you’ – and the demands which Jesus makes are in excess of 

the Law, because for Jesus it is not about obeying rules or 

ticking boxes – it is about relationships, and not only our 

relationship with God but also, as today’s reading emphasises, our 

relationships with each other. In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus 

constantly contrasts the demands of traditional Judaism with 

the ways of his kingdom and he demands more. Don’t commit 

murder, but don’t let anger get the better of you. He doesn’t 

deny the existence of anger – we all get angry from time to time. 

It is what you do with that anger which is important. Is it 

constructive or destructive? In the text we have today, anger is 

definitely destructive – it destroys relationships. Jesus is telling 

us if we have an argument with someone – fix it! And generally, 

much as it goes against the grain of our society, after a 

disagreement the person who has been offended or injured is the 

one who has to make the first move towards reconciliation. The 

offended party moves first – the offender rarely jumps in with 

an apology – pride gets in the way. But think about it – how many 

times did God’s chosen people offend and how many times did 

God forgive and say ‘I will be your God and you shall be my 

people’? 

St Paul did not have Matthew’s Gospel in front of him when he 

wrote his letter to the fractious churches in Corinth – Matthew’s 

Gospel came later – but if he had had the text in front of him he 

would have banged his finger down on the scroll and said ‘Didn’t I 

tell you? Stop falling out’. Anger divides people. It breaks up 



families and communities – and it lingers. People harbour grudges. 

My mother was an expert. Want to know how to sit by the fire 

and nurse your wrath to keep it warm? You should have asked my 

mother – and how she did enjoy it! Did it do any good? Did it build 

up relationships? Of course not. And it is the importance of 

sustaining relationships which Jesus is talking about. 

The people are in a covenant relationship with God. Failing to 

keep the Law threatens that relationship – just as adultery 

threatens the covenantal relation between a man and a woman in 

marriage, and threatens the stability of society. Jesus’ 

condemnation of men who seek to have a relationship with 

another man’s wife speaks of a threat to that covenantal 

relationship. Unlike most people of his time – and in most 

patriarchal societies up to and including the present day – Jesus 

lays responsibility firmly at the feet of the men – if you lust 

after a woman, you sin! Simple. Straightforward. No excuses. You 

can’t say ‘she was wearing a short skirt so she was asking for it!’ 

No way – if you lust after a woman to whom you are not married, 

you sin. No ifs, no buts. You cannot treat women as property to 

use; to covert is to sin. 

And so we come to the thorny issue of divorce. I remember years 

ago beginning a sermon by saying ‘the preacher who speaks about 

divorce steps out onto very thin ice’. Perhaps thirty years on, the 

ice isn’t quite as thin as it was then, but this is still a very 

contentious issue in some parts of the church. So we are back to 

the basic issues of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Relationships. If 

a relationship does not flourish, if it is destructive, if it is not of 

the kingdom, if it is held together only by box ticking, or social 

pressure, or fear - how can it be of God? I write as a woman who 

met her husband after he and his wife had separated, and we 

were married after his divorce – not without a lot of opposition 

from the Diocesan Bishop. These things happen, but we had many 

happy, thriving, could I say fruitful, years? (Not without ups and 

downs – but isn’t that always the case?) Without that 

relationship I would not be a priest. We live in totally different 

times to 1st Century Palestine, where women were totally 

dependent on their fathers and then their husbands – divorce 

meant destitution, as did widowhood – unless you had a son who 

would take you in – think of Naomi and Ruth. 

So we have looked at anger, adultery and divorce and now we 

come to the swearing of oaths, which is an issue we perhaps don’t 



take so seriously. What is Matthew telling us? Simply this – you 

shouldn’t need to swear an oath – because people should know 

that as a follower of Jesus, you always tell the truth. If only, if 

only! To say ‘I swear by Almighty God’ and then tell a lie is to 

break the commandment ‘You shall not misuse the name of your 

God’, and, as I said at the beginning, Matthew holds these words 

sacred, and frames the teaching of Jesus against them. 

On these ‘Sundays before Lent’ we have had the beatitudes, the 

teaching on what it means to be a disciple, and today’s 

reinforcement – and expansion - of the Law. One more Sunday to 

go, and we will have ended our preparation for Lent. Have we 

learnt anything – will we begin Lent better prepared? I hope so. 


