
IS JESUS SERIOUS?                                                                                                                  

(Sermon for Sunday 9th February 2020 – Epiphany 5 - Matthew 5: 13-20) 

What challenging words there are in today’s Gospel!                                                                

This passage is a bit of a nightmare for those who believe in the total literalness of the 

Bible, as the unalterable word of God, especially when we consider today’s modern 

understanding of society and culture. Is Jesus serious?  Does he really expect the crowds 

before him, which, across time, include you and I, not to remarry after divorce, or not even 

to get divorced in the first place! Does Jesus expect us to turn the other cheek when we get 

assaulted by others, or to go the second mile for those who oppress us, and to forgive 

those who badly wrong us and become our enemies? And Jesus says we really shouldn’t 

have enemies anyway because we are called to love our enemies!! Is Jesus really serious? 

This is the great question and challenge for all preachers and interpreters and readers of 

the Biblical witness.                                                                       

 In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is called teacher, or Rabbi. In this so-called “Sermon on the 

Mount”, Jesus gets quite specific about the demands of living in the new Kingdom of God. 

He teaches a higher righteousness by repeatedly saying “You have heard it said of old, but 

now I say to you”.                                                                                                                                            

Jesus states that he has not come to relax the demands of the Laws of Israel, which are 

already very demanding as they are, but he has come to rather raise the bar on living and of 

being righteous in God’s eyes.  

It is called the Sermon on the Mount but it is not so much a sermon as a lecture. Jesus is 

really in teaching mode and not preaching mode. And when Jesus is teaching there are 

nearly always fireworks, as his hearers struggle with understanding the meaning of his 

teaching, and they often end up misunderstanding his meaning. The Sermon on the Mount, 

or the Lecture on the Mount, begins well enough. Jesus blesses the poor and the hungry 

and blesses the persecuted and the peacemakers in a section we now call the Beatitudes. 

Most of his hearers would have been ordinary uneducated poor people. They would have 

loved this opening message. However, those in the crowd who were the powerful and 

wealthy would certainly not have liked his message.  

Many of you have no doubt seen the wonderful satire on power and on the silliness of the 

unthinking masses called “The Life of Brian”. Brian is a young man growing up in the same 

time as Jesus and his life gets inextricably mixed up in the Jesus story with great comedic 

results. In one wonderful section of the film, Jesus is off in the distance on a mountainside 

teaching the thousands of gathered people. This is of course the passage we heard in 

today’s Gospel. The people at the back of the crowd where Brian is, are trying to hear what 

Jesus is saying and there follow the classic lines:                                                                              

“I can’t hear him!”                                                                                                                                             

“What did he say?”                                                                                                                                              

“I think he said blessed are the cheesemakers.”                                                                                              



And though this is a satire, to be truthful, I guess there would have been people in the 

crowd who just couldn’t properly hear everything Jesus said and so may have 

misunderstood his message. They certainly would not have heard and seen exactly how the 

message was presented with all Jesus’ nuances and rhetorical flourishes.  

Back to our Gospel passage, the main focus or point of the whole passage seems to be 

summed up in those powerful and wonderful words: “Let your light so shine before others 

that they may see your good works, the good you actually do and so give glory to God who 

inspires and empowers you.”                                                                                                                                 

If your light of faith is dim or has gone out, then you, and the people around you, will be in 

darkness and there will be accidents of ethical and moral judgement. You are called to be 

the salt of the earth which gives flavor and taste to life. If your salt has lost its saltiness then 

it is of no value and so people will just throw it all away, as so often happens with people 

and their attitude to the Church today.                                                                                   

Jesus says he has not come to abolish the law and the prophets but to fulfill them.  He has 

not come to wipe away all the revered and time-honoured wisdom, but to imbue them with 

deeper meaning and effectiveness. When we consider how much difficulty the ancient Jews 

had, and we today still have, in fulfilling the demands of even just the Ten Commandments 

and in trying to embody in our lives all the guiding words of the great prophets of the Old 

Testament, it is rather amazing that Jesus wants to make the law and the prophets even  

more demanding and stringent. And yet this is what Jesus says he is doing.  

He tells us that our righteousness must exceed even that of those who were considered the 

ultra-religious, the Scribes and the Pharisees. The Scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day were 

well-educated and they knew their religious laws and rituals backwards. They were of the 

wealthy classes and many were salaried maintainers of the law. Yet Jesus, in fact, had the 

greatest criticism for these Scribes and Pharisees. He saw them as great hypocrites. They 

were effectively very bad at observing the deeper spirit and meaning of God’s laws and of 

God’s word through the prophets. Jesus was raising the bar. But that bar was in fact very 

low already. Jesus uses hyperbole in order to challenge the rigidity of the way that the laws 

of Israel were understood in practice and so thereby lay bare the religious leaders and their 

lack of compassion and mercy. The Laws do not work as God desires. The true nature of the 

laws and the prophets can only know fulfilment through deeper spiritual awareness and it 

is only then that they enable the blessing and liberating power of God’s love and 

forgiveness and compassion to flow freely.                                                                                                                                        

When I prayerfully reflect on Jesus words here in this passage, I don’t see a rigid and 

unloving and law-bound Jesus who wants to make things harder and more demanding and 

impossible. Instead, I see Jesus confronting people with the current unhelpfulness of 

Israel’s rigid law-bound living. Jesus wants to fulfil, to bring to wholeness the way we live 

and respond to God and so respond to others around us. He wants us to turn the other 

cheek, if the unhelpful option is anger and revenge which just escalates the problem and 

brings further harm to everyone. He doesn’t want us to remarry after divorce if all we are 



doing is compounding the problem without having personally dealt with the reasons of 

breakdown in the first marriage. Change and renew yourself and then you will know how 

best to approach relationships in the future so that the same dynamics don’t repeat 

themselves. Divorce in Jesus’ day was very unfair and oppressive. Divorce was only 

allowable for men to control and instigate, and such divorce was often for the most selfish 

and ignoble of reasons. Any new wife would then just be confronted with the same 

weaknesses and arrogance and problems in the man that he had not dealt with from his 

first marriage, and further unhappiness inevitably follows.                                                                                                                                              

Jesus was really saying, in his teaching: Be salt and bring good loving flavor to life. Be light 

and do not bring darkness into the lives of those around you. If you seek to do this, then you 

will be a blessing indeed. Then, you will be merciful people, you will be peacemakers, and 

you will be meek rather than arrogant in your relationships with others. We will become the 

Beatitudes.                                                             

I started out this sermon with the question: “Is Jesus serious here?” I think he is. We just 

need to listen more deeply and understand the full import of his teaching of love and 

compassion and mercy. 

 

 


