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The Sermon on the Mount
“Being Sons of God”

Matthew 5:38-48

We’ve been studying the Sermon on the Mount as the contrast between Jesus’ authoritative teaching and the Pharisees’ incorrect interpretations of the Law and as a result, an improper application of what living for God looks like. The ordinary people of Jesus’ day had been led to believe by the incorrect understanding of God’s Word by the Pharisees that they were cursed of God if they had health problems, if they weren’t wealthy, if they weren’t powerful – and especially if they believed Jesus was the Messiah.

Jesus of course has to undo the damage cause by bad teaching and show the people that God blesses the poor, the grievers, the meek, the spiritually hungry, the pure in heart, the peacemakers and the persecuted for believing in Jesus. That these kinds of people can be make a difference in the world; they can be salt and light. That obedience starts in the heart and results in proper actions.


As if trying to reject the worldview of the Pharisees with all their external laws was bad enough there were other worldviews that made sticking to Jesus’ teaching even more challenging. Two other Jewish worldviews and an external world view.

There were two other influential Jewish groups that held that their way of understanding God was the right way, and they were both extreme views. One group were the Zealots who believed that in order to bring in the Kingdom and the Messiah they had to kill the Romans and remove those who stood in ‘God’s way. One of Jesus’ 12 disciples was known as ‘Simon the zealot’ one who formerly thought force was God’s way of bringing in the Kingdom. Judas may have 
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been a zealot. Barabbas, who was spared the cross when Jesus was hung on the cross was most likely a zealot as he was labelled an insurrectionist.


But there was another group called the Essenes who were the complete opposite of the zealots and believed that they needed to separate themselves from the world and live by themselves in the dessert so that they would be ‘unstained’ by the sinfulness of the world.


The external worldview that was a challenge to the teaching of Jesus was the Roman worldview, the Greek view that there many gods and the Emperor was one of them. The Greek worldview was tempting because it was licentious and pleasure-focused encouraging those to climb up the social ladder and maybe you too could become godlike.

As Jesus moves to the last two ‘You have heard it said but I say to you’ statements in 5:38-48 He touches on some of these other worldviews – not just the Pharisees – to help each person believe for themselves that Jesus’ way is The way to peace and joy with God.


When Jesus said 38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’

He was referring to the legal jurisdiction within Israel to only issue punishments that are equal to the crime. In Lev. 24:17-22 we read,

17 “‘Anyone who takes the life of a human being is to be put to death.  18 Anyone who takes the life of someone’s animal must make restitution —life for life. 19 Anyone who injures their neighbor is to be injured in the same manner:  20 fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. The one who has inflicted the injury must suffer the same injury. 21 Whoever kills an animal must make restitution but
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whoever kills a human being is to be put to death. 22 You are to have the same law for the foreigner and the native-born. I am the Lord your God.’”

The law was in place to make sure people were recompensed for injuries incurred against them and not to extract more than what was required as payment or injury. This was intended to reduce vengeance. However, for some it became a tool for retaliation; ‘Oh you hit me then I get to hit you.’ And so the zealots would have twisted this to defend their inflictions on the Romans. Or a slave may use this as an excuse to strike back at his master. What Jesus was saying was
Jesus Teaches us to Sacrifice our Rights

Instead of Demand Them


(5:38-42)

Jesus was challenging the people to get rid of this need for getting even mentality, to always demand ‘our rights’. Why? Because the point of the Law was to show people that...
Everyone is to be equally valued (v.38; Lev. 19:18, 34)


Everyone has equal value therefore everyone is to receive fair reimbursement or justice for the harm caused them. The judicial Law spoke equally and fairness for all. But life never runs that smoothly. The rich and powerful prey on the poor and weak. The Pharisees did it as did the Romans.


Jesus comes along and says let’s get rid of this ‘get even mentality’ because, yes everyone has equal value but also everyone is equally guilty of hurting someone else at sometime. What if we showed grace towards all? What if everyone equally exercised grace and forgiveness to all?

Again, He uses exaggeration to encourage the opposite
way of thinking; to teach them the way God treats us

4

because if God practiced ‘eye-for-an-eye’ every time we sinned, none of us would be alive! 

Ps. 103:7 He made known his ways to Moses,
    his deeds to the people of Israel:
8 The Lord is compassionate and gracious,
    slow to anger, abounding in love.
9 He will not always accuse,
    nor will he harbor his anger forever;
10 he does not treat us as our sins deserve
    or repay us according to our iniquities.

God doesn’t deal with the sins of ‘evil people immediately. He is slow to anger, abounding in love. This is what Jesus modeled and was now trying to teach. 

39 But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.  40 And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic [undershirt], let him have your cloak [outer garment] as well. 41 If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 42 Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.
When people want to insult us or take advantage of us,

Jesus says help them to see God
(vv.39-42)

A slap on the cheek is a grave insult. It is a public shaming. Jesus shocks His audience when He says let them hit the other one too. Why? Because people expect retaliation, they don’t expect humility. It’s disarming. It’s understanding God sees and recognizes the hurt and will defend us. Did Jesus not allow Himself to be struck and insulted numerous times at the crucifixion? This is not a blanket statement on letting people run over us or refuse to fight in a war. This is a form of personal response to personal injury. Disarm them by refusing to respond in retaliation like the world does. Show 
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them the love of God who is insulting over and over everyday by evil and callous people yet He relents from immediate retaliation, suffering long so they might repent.

If someone owed you a debt that we were unable to pay you could demand their undergarment as temporary payment. To offer them your outer cloak was unheard of! Your outer cloak was your blanket, your means of protection. To leave yourself vulnerable in order to pay a debt; that’s like . . . Jesus who allowed Himself to be humiliated on the cross so our debts could be paid. We disarm people when we show grace and refuse retaliation when they want to hurt us. Did Jesus not just say,

10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
11 “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

We can offer up things we might need because ours is the Kingdom of heaven. Our needs will be looked after. Our God will reward us in His Way. The person suing you did not need your cloak but would be (Lord-willing) impressed by your willingness to sacrifice what you need in order to right a wrong.


A Roman solider could force you to carry his gear for one mile. A Roman mile was 1000 paces, which isn’t really a lot – if you’re empty handed! But it is a lot when you have to carry something heavy, like Simon of Cyrene who was forced to carry Jesus’ cross probably for one mile. Offer to do an extra mile. Show them grace. Treat them with kindness. Show them the love of God by being willing to serve rather than begrudge and complain because someone else is ‘wasting 
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our time.’ “Our” time? God numbers our days. God gives us life. It’s His time not ours.


And be willing to give or lend when asked. Again, Jesus is not saying be irresponsible and give everything we have to anyone who asks, because we know people take advantage of Christians that way. But be willing to respond quickly to the needs of others; be open-hearted to an open hand. Jesus was and so should we.

These responses disarm people because they expect the opposite. This is the whole point. This is what God and Jesus are like and we do these things we reveal god to them.

1 Pet. 2:11 Dear friends, I urge you, as foreigners and exiles,  to abstain from sinful desires, which wage war against your soul. 12 Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

The only way someone is going to glorify god on the day He visits us (Jesus’ return) is because they’ve turned to Him in faith through our Christlike actions and reactions.

1 Pet. 3:13 Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? 14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. “Do not fear their threats; do not be fright-ened.” 15 But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

When we don’t retaliate to insult and injury as the world does, it shows people what god and Jesus are like.
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Then Jesus says this:

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor  and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 46 If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 47 And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? 48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

The Pharisees and Essenes may not have said ‘hate your enemies’ [although the Zealots probably did] but it was implied by their continual discussion on ‘who is my neighbour.’ Because if I can prove my enemy is not my neighbour then I don’t have to love him. Here . . .
Jesus Teaches us to Love People Unconditionally

Not with Partiality
(5:43-48)


Jesus says we are to love . . .
All God’s kind of people not just our kind (v.43, 46-47)

Because the only kind of people God loves are initially His enemies. Now, enemy seems like a strong word. The word means those we are in opposition with. Every person begins their life in opposition with God. We have to be born again – spiritually born - before we can have a relationship with God. When Adam and Eve sinned they brought enmity between God and people. But God promised that a seed from the woman would crush the head of the serpent making it possible that people can reconnect with God. ‘For God so love the world (sinners in opposition to Him) that he sent His Son 
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Jesus that whoever believes in Him will not perish (the final penalty for staying in opposition with God) but have eternal life. Since we are all the same (sinners in opposition to God until we are spiritually born) we should accept everyone. 

Jesus says if you only love those who love you back what is your reward? Unspoken answer – nothing! Even tax-collectors hang around each other. Tax collectors were the most despised group of people. Jesus calls us to love all people because we are all the same. The word love means to put others before you. To respect them, to show you care about them by meeting their needs at your expense. It’s not a feeling word its an action word.


Jesus especially wants us to care for those who . . .

Even the ones who hate God (v.44; 5:10-12)

Love those, serve those who are opposed (or say they are opposed) to God because blessed are we when we do that. But also because God and Jesus do. “Even while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). Jesus died for everyone. Salvation is available for everyone should they choose to believe in Jesus. God is graciously relenting from judging people giving them time to respond to Him. We need to show the same compassion and patience with them because the consequences of rejecting God are eternal suffering. Many former God-haters have come to faith in God through the love of people, who gave evidence that God loves them.


Why? 45 that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous . . . 48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
When we love people opposed to God as Jesus and God do
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We carry on the family tradition (v.45, 48)

We will be like ‘sons of our Father’. It’s important we keep the word as sons and not children because Jesus is the Son of God and when we love others we are like the Son of God. The word for perfect actually means complete or mature. We know we are maturing in our Christlikeness when we love as Jesus and God do who send the sunshine and the rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. Both sunshine and rain are good and necessary at the appropriate time. We seek to meet the needs of those opposed to God so as to show them that’s how god loves them; impartially, unconditionally. 

I would hope none of us says we actually have enemies but we probably have people in our life who give us a hard time or we struggle to like or rub us the wrong way because of their opposition to God. How can we start to love them? Jesus tells us; pray for them. Pray for those we struggle to love and have little desire to like us or God. Pray for their salvation. Pray for God to open their eyes. Pray for God to bless them. Pray Num. 6:24-26 for them that God would bless them and keep them and make His face shine upon them and that He would be gracious to them and give them His peace.


Pray they would be blessed by recognizing their spiritual poverty, to desire a pure heart, to hunger and thirst for righteousness, to want to see God and His kingdom. Commit to that every day this week starting today and watch how God works in your heart to see them as He sees them; the same way He sees us; people once in opposition to Him who because of His grace and longsuffering eventually came to see He loves us and sent Jesus to die in our place.
