The rugged terrain on the road
to Jericho. Jesus
told the nowfamiliar story
of the Good
Samaritan on the
road to Jericho to
explain the meaning of “neighbor.”
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HE SIX INSTANCES
in Matthew 5:21-48 where
Jesus contrasted His own
interpretation of the law with
that of the Old Testament are
often called the “antitheses.”
Strictly speaking, they are not
antithetical to but a strengthening of the law. Three of
the Ten Commandments are
addressed: murder (v. 21), adultery (v. 27), and oaths (v. 33). The
other three relate to other Old
Testament laws.
In Jesus’ time the rabbis often
discussed the Old Testament

laws. They
used
formulas similar
to Jesus’ antitheses. For example,
they would state that a certain rabbi said thus and so,
but another rabbi would differ
with him by offering another
interpretation: “Rabbi X said . . . ,
but Rabbi Y said. . . .” Jesus did
something no rabbi would ever
have done: He explained the Old
Testament law with His own
interpretation. The “it was said”
of the antitheses should probably
be understood as a “divine passive,” referring to God: “God said,
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LESSON REFERENCE
BSFL: Matthew 5:21-48

Right: Statue
depicting a youth,
raising his right
hand to take an
oath; dated to
about 400 B.C.
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As Son of God, Jesus provided His own
radicalinterpretation of thedivinelaw.
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Murder (Matt. 5:21-26)
The prohibition of killing is
one of the Ten Commandments
(Ex. 20:13). Other passages clearly
indicate this referred to willful
murder (21:12-14). For cases of
accidental killings, cities of refuge
provided protection from any of
the victims’ relatives who might
want to seek revenge (Num. 35:928). No such provision was available for willful murder, and the
penalty was death.
Jesus’ antithesis went to the
root of the problem, forbidding
the anger that can lead to killing.
The Old Testament speaks against
hatred, anger, and vengeance (for
example, Lev. 19:18; Prov. 15:1). No
source, however, equates anger
with murder in the manner of
Jesus’ antitheses. Jesus was the
only one to teach that the one who
is angry with his brother shall be
liable to judgment (Matt. 5:22).
Readers should probably view
verse 22 as stating the same principle three times. The principle is
that anger, like murder, is liable
to judgment. Anger in general
is stated first, followed by two
examples of anger expressed in
name-calling. The two words are
virtually synonymous, one being
Aramaic (raca, “fool” in HCSB),
the other Greek (morev, “moron”
in HCSB). Both mean “fool,
empty-head.” The three expressions for judgment probably
move from lesser to greater: judgment (the local court), Sanhedrin
(the Supreme Court), Gehenna

would have viewed the woman
as the seductress and would have
warned the men against being
aroused by womanly wiles and
enticed into adultery. Jesus, however, was concerned with both
the woman and the man and
right relationships between them.
Those who are among Jesus’ kingdom people, male and female, are
to rise above the sensual level of
unredeemed humanity and have
an altogether different basis of
relationships. The hyperbolic
statements of verses 29-30 are not
intended literally but emphasize
the need for one’s whole being to
be in right relationship with God
as evidenced in maintaining right
relationships with others.

(divine judgment). Since Jesus
equated anger with murder, the
death penalty for murder would
apply for all three courts.
Verses 23-26 illustrate the basic
principle Jesus emphasized—one
must maintain good relationships
with others. One can avoid murder and hatred by overcoming
the anger that leads to them. The
two illustrations about reconciliation emphasize this. When anger
arises, one must deal with it
and be reconciled to one’s fellow
human before that anger leads to
something far worse. Obviously,
unlike murder, anger cannot be
legislated. Controlling it requires
a change of the heart, a new relationship with God. Nothing in
the old law came close to such a
radical view.
Adultery (Matt. 5:27-30)
The Ten Commandments
likewise prohibit adultery
(Ex. 20:14). For both the Old
Testament and Judaism contemporary with Jesus, adultery consisted of a man having relations
with another’s wife. The penalty
was death for both parties (Lev.
20:10; Deut. 22:22). Interestingly,
Jewish tradition did not consider
it adultery for a married man to
have relations with an unmarried woman. The whole matter
was viewed primarily from a
male perspective.
Passages are common in the
Jewish literature that warn against
the lustful look. For example, one
Jewish source of the first century
B.C. condemns the man whose
“eyes are on every woman indiscriminately,” who “with his eyes
he speaks to every woman of
illicit affairs.”1 A second-century
writing describes the righteous
man as one who has not been
“promiscuous by lustful look.”2
These statements, however,
are vastly different from Jesus’
antithesis, which equates lustful
feelings with the actual adulterous act. Jesus’ contemporaries

Divorce (Matt. 5:31-32)
The Old Testament does not
expressly prohibit divorce.
Instead, Deuteronomy 24:1-4 lays
down guidelines for a “proper”
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BOB SCHATZ/ ANATOLIAN CIVILIZATIONS MUSEUM OF ANKARA (26/25/1)

‘you shall not kill,’ but I say. . . . ”
As Son of God, Jesus provided
His own radical interpretation
of the divine law. In the Sermon
on the Mount, He prepared His
listeners for this new interpretation by stating that He had not
come to destroy the law but to
fulfill it (vv. 17-20). This “fulfillment” takes the form of a radical
restatement of the law that went
far beyond any understanding of
Jesus’ contemporaries.

Above: Document
(in hieroglyphics)
found at Ankara
is an oath stating that Queen
Watis was a wife
of King Hauis, so
she would receive
respect. Dated to
950–850 B.C.
Upper right:
Alabaster cinerary urn and lid;

3rd–2nd centuries
B.C. Affluent
men and women
of Chiusi (modern
Tuscany, Italy)
were cremated
and their remains
put in alabaster
urns such as this,
which depicts
Arnth Remzna,
son or Arnth. The
inscription on the
lid identifies him

Below: Bronze
head from
a statue of
Augustus, dates
about 27-25 B.C.
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as presiding magistrate of what
may have been a
college of priests
or other official
cult organization. He holds a
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the victim to the
underworld.

the greatest share of the leniency
and benefits to the husband.
Of the New Testament texts
dealing with Jesus’ teaching on
divorce, only Matthew provides
the exception of immorality (5:32;
19:9), which is basically the position of Shammai. Jesus’ teaching,
however, was far more radical
than any rabbi. His concern for
the woman was unparalleled, as
expressed by His teaching that
when a man divorced his wife,
he caused her to commit adultery.
Jesus took marriage to a higher
level—back to God’s intention in
creation for the permanence of
the one-flesh relationship. This
teaching removes the legalistic
basis for marriage and raises marriage to a new level based on
relationship to God.
Oaths (Matt. 5:33-37)
For the prohibition of swearing,
Jesus quoted Leviticus 19:12 and
Psalm 50:14, which are based on
the Third Commandment about
taking the name of the Lord in vain
(Ex. 20:7). The particular swearing
is that of invoking the name of the
Lord when taking an oath: “By
God, I will do so and so.” Not to
carry through on the oath was to
take God’s name lightly.
Vows were generally considered
to be binding (Num. 30:1-2; Deut.
23:21), but the rabbis often debated
whether some forms of vows were
nonbinding. Matthew 5:34-36 provides three such examples of rabbinic casuistry. The Mishnah, the
first written collection of the rabbinic oral laws, provides examples
of all three “exceptions.” First,
one’s oath was seen to be nonbinding if one swore by heaven or by earth.3 Second, when
swearing by Jerusalem, whether
it was binding or not depended
on the particular wording of the
oath.4 Third, as for the head,
swearing by “the life” of one’s
head was considered to be binding
by most rabbis, although others
considered it nonbinding.5
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in his wife. The rabbis debated
what might constitute such an
“indecency.” The strict school of
Shammai identified it as infidelity. The more liberal school of
Hillel maintained that it could
be disrespect or some displeasing act. (See article on page 71.)
Rabbi Akiba (ca. A.D. 45-135)
stated that if a husband no longer considered his wife attractive,
then he had adequate grounds for
divorce. The traditions concerning
divorce clearly
tended to give
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divorce. Jesus rejected these
altogether, considering divorce
something God only tolerated
because of humanity’s “hardness of heart” (Matt. 19:8). His
basic teaching was that God does
not accept divorce, considering
the one-flesh relationship He
ordained in Eden to be a permanent state (vv. 4-6; Mark 10:6-9;
1 Cor. 7:10). Deuteronomy 24:1
establishes the proper grounds
for divorce as being when a man
finds “some indecency” (NASB)
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Retaliation (Matt. 5:38-42)
“An eye for an eye” is one of
the most ancient legal principles
known, traceable as far back as
the Code of Hammurabi in the
18th century B.C. Three times
the Pentateuch mentions the
principle (Ex. 21:24; Lev. 24:20;
Deut. 19:21). Though seemingly
cruel to us, its original purpose
was to limit blood vengeance, to
hold compensation to the actual
injury inflicted and no more.
By Jesus’ day, compensation was
generally made in monetary
restitution, as often happens in
lawsuits today.6
Jesus’ antithesis rejected any
concept of retaliation or compensation for the injury. He listed
three examples, which emphasize
nonretaliation in the most radical
fashion. Offering the left cheek
involves a backhanded slap, which
Jesus’ contemporaries considered particularly insulting. They
believed such an action warranted
doubling the compensation someone would receive for an ordinary
slap.7 For Jesus’ second example,
He referred to the one thing that
one could not sue a person for—his
cloak, a loose-fitting garment that
did double duty as a blanket at
night. The Old Testament required
the return of the cloak by night
when it had been taken in pledge
(Ex. 22:26; Deut. 24:12-13). Jesus’

third example involved persons
being required to go with another
one mile. The principle behind
this teaching was the Roman
law that required private citizens
to carry a soldier’s military equipment—as exemplified even in
Simon’s being required to carry
Jesus’ cross (Mark 15:21). The
practice was particularly odious
to the Jews, who resented the
Roman presence and occupation
of Israel in the first place. To
go a second mile was a totally
new concept.
Completely denying one’s
rights was a radical stance, but a
stance Jesus’ antithesis demanded. We again find Jesus going
beyond the provisions of the law
and demanding a completely
new orientation.
Love and Hate
(Matt. 5:43-48)
The command to love one’s neighbor comes from Leviticus 19:18. It
applied to fellow Israelites, but
included resident aliens (sojourners) as well (vv. 33-34; Deut. 10:1819). In Jesus’ day, just whom
“neighbor” included was debated,
as is reflected in a lawyer’s question to Jesus (Luke 10:29). Jesus
replied with the parable of the
Good Samaritan (vv. 30-37): a
neighbor is someone who cares
enough to help. In His antithesis,
Jesus went further: one’s neighbors include enemies, even persecutors (Matt. 5:44). Nowhere in
the Old Testament do we find a
command to hate one’s enemies,
although the monastic handbook
of the Qumran community that
produced the Dead Sea Scrolls
comes close when it said to “hate
all the Children of Darkness.”8 To
understand the command “to love
one’s neighbor” as applying only
to those of one’s own religious
orientation would also include
by implication the “non-love” of
outsiders. Qumran’s command to
“love all the Children of Light”
and to hate “all the Children of

Darkness” is to be understood
this way, as a rejection of those
outside its community of faith.
The rabbis urged followers to
love outsiders (humankind in
general) in order to bring them to
God’s law.9 But nowhere do we
find Jesus’ contemporaries saying
that people should pray for their
persecutors (v. 44b). Jesus even
set the example for this in praying
for His own persecutors (Luke
23:34), as did Stephen (Acts 7:60).
Our Challenge—A New Way
of Living
Matthew 5:45 in a sense provides
the key to all of the antitheses:
in loving even our enemies, we
show ourselves to be children of
God. Normal human effort is
incapable of fulfilling Jesus’ radical statement of God’s law—no
anger, no lust, no infidelity, complete honesty, complete forgiveness, nondiscriminatory love.
These are only possible for children of God—for those guided by
His Spirit. These are not laws to
make us God’s children. They are
rather the characteristics of those
who are God’s children. We are to
live as God’s children, complete
and whole in all our relationships,
even as God is in His relationship
to us. Nothing in contemporary
Judaism approximated such a radically new basis for living. And
this radical, new way of living is
our challenge still today.
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Jesus rejected all such casuistry
as well as all oath taking, insisting on one’s word being one’s
bond, one’s “yes” being yes, and
one’s “no” being no. Jesus’ brother James echoed this same teaching in his own epistle (Jas. 5:12).
The radical nature of Jesus’ rejection of oaths is clear when you
remember that in Jesus’ day only
a few people wrote out contracts.
Agreements were usually by
word of mouth and were assured
by solemn oaths. The insistence
on absolute honesty again calls
for a different sort of human
relationship, a changed nature.

