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Love’s What Makes It Greater 
Matthew 5:33-48 

Sunday, October 2, 2022 
 
In my last sermon I suggested to you that the “greater righteousness” 

Jesus’ demands of us in His Sermon on the Mount is, at the same 
time, the beginning of God’s grace. 

Perhaps better than any other place in Scripture, Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount requires us to face the fact that we do not deserve God’s 
favour. 

Yet at the same time, Jesus’ words encourage us that He has come for 
the very purpose of showing us God’s favour. 

Jesus has come to “fulfill the law,” He tells us, and as the fulfiller of the 
law His mission is to bless, 

To bless the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those hungry for 
righteousness, the merciful, pure in heart, peacemakers and those 
persecuted because of righteousness. 

Jesus came to fulfill the law in order to bless, to pour out the favour of 
God upon us. 

Jesus is the bringer of grace, the bringer of the undeserved favour of 
God. 

 
But what is the favour of God? 
What does it look like? 
 
Or to put it another way, if Jesus came to do good things, what are those 

things? 
What does God’s favour look like? 
Well, simply put, it looks like what Jesus teaches us here in the Sermon 

on the Mount. 
We can get so caught up in what Jesus’ commands here mean for us, that 

we fail to notice that Jesus, the Son of God, lived out every one of 
the commands He gave us, and He lived it to the full. 
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Thinking back on what Jesus has taught us we can see that God, more 
than anyone else, truly has something against us. 

He came to us in the person of Jesus Christ. 
The Father sent His only begotten Son into the world and we not only 

insulted Him in our anger, we brutally murdered Him, nailing Him 
to a cross. 

Yet even from the cross Jesus was pursuing reconciliation with us. 
From His dying lips came words like “Father forgive them, for they do 

not know what they are doing.” 
If anyone fulfilled the command in the Sermon on the Mount to be 

reconciled, to do it first and to do it fast, Jesus did. 
It is one of the things that displays how beautiful God is, that even while 

we were killing His Son, through His Son, God was pursuing 
reconciliation with us. 

 
And in regards to lust, in Jesus’ culture where it was inappropriate for a 

woman to publically touch a man except for her husband, we find 
Jesus letting a prostitute approach him from behind while reclining 
at a table with other men at a meal that was open to the public. 

And when this prostitute starts weeping and her tears fall on Jesus’ feet 
and having no towel she starts wiping Jesus’ feet with her hair, in 
that moment, being touched and caressed by a prostitute, there was 
not a speck of lust in the heart of Jesus. 

That woman had picked the one and only man in the room who was 
truly safe to approach. 

He understood her. 
He honoured her. 
He forgave her. 
Isn’t that why we love Jesus? 
Because He is the one who’s safe for us sinners to approach. 
There is no lust in Him; He objectifies no one. 
 
And who is a better husband than Jesus Christ our Lord? 
We are the ones who have been unfaithful. 
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We have pursued other gods, slept with them while the Lord, our true 
husband, was forced to watch. 

Yet, even in our rampant unfaithfulness, God has not divorced us, but 
has come to us in Christ to pursue us and to woo us, to win back 
His bride. 

Isn’t that yet another thing that prompts our adoration and love of Jesus? 
Who could possibly be a more faithful husband than Him? 
 
And who has been more true to His word than the God made known in 

Christ? 
His yes is yes and His no is no. 
He does not swear by anyone or anything else but Himself. 
He does what He says every time. 
Is that not what makes Him the Rock we can trust? 
 
And who goes the extra mile more than Jesus does? 
Who loves His enemies better than Jesus, the Son of the God, the God 

who causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good and sends rain 
on the righteous and the unrighteous? 

Where would we be if Jesus had not loved us while we were still His 
enemies? 

Is it not this that makes our Jesus so beautiful, so attractive? 
 
So what, then, does God’s favour look like? 
What are the things which display it? 
They are the things commanded of us in the Sermon on the Mount, the 

things that only Jesus has truly fulfilled, the things that make Him 
so beautiful. 

That is where we see the amazing “favour” that God sent Jesus to give to 
us who are so undeserving. 

That is grace. 
Or as Sara Groves has put it, God’s grace is “an invitation to be 

beautiful.” 
Grace is an invitation to be beautiful. 
Not with the beauty of this world which looks only at the outside; 
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But with the beauty of Jesus, a beauty that is both inside and out. 
Or as Jesus put it in verse 48, grace is an invitation to “be perfect, as 

your heavenly Father is perfect.” 
 
Now I know many of us get hung up on this verse because of the word 

“perfect.” 
And this is sad for at least two reasons. 
First, the word “perfect” here does not mean what most of us assume it 

to mean. 
Often, to us, the word “perfect” means “making no mistakes.” 
That is not a possible meaning for the Greek word teleios which is 

translated here as “perfect.” 
The proper meaning of perfect is more like we use it when we hear a 

husband describe his wife as being “perfect in beauty.” 
The husband does not mean that his wife makes no mistakes. 
By “perfect” he means that every single part of her is attractive to him. 
To him she is the “completely beautiful.” 
In fact, many commentators argue that the word “complete” is a better 

translation choice, that we should hear Jesus saying, “Be complete, 
therefore, as your heavenly Father is complete.” 

The idea is that God desires every aspect of who we are to be pleasing in 
His sight, not only our outward actions, but all the way down to the 
inner workings of our hearts. 

In other words, the righteousness that God desires is “greater” than that 
of the Pharisees, not by being better at rule-keeping than they were, 
but by giving attention to what the Pharisees were ignoring, the 
condition of the heart. 

Jesus makes the point vividly in the previous two verses, verses 46 and 
47. 

If we only love those who love us and greet our own people, we are no 
better than tax collectors and pagans, the people the Pharisees felt 
were the worst sinners of all. 

For all their success in rule-keeping, the Pharisees failure to attend to the 
heart, to things like love, left their righteousness fatally incomplete 
in the eyes of God. 
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Thus, the word “perfect” here means something closer to “complete” or 
to being “perfect in beauty,” to having every aspect of who we are 
become pleasing in God’s sight. 

Grace is an invitation to be completely beautiful. 
Sadly, the English word “perfect” rarely leads our minds in this 

direction. 
 
Equally sadly, the word “perfect” also directs our attention away from 

the central meaning of the sentence: the point that God’s desire is 
that we would be like Him. 

In the beginning God created humankind in His image, in His 
“likeness.” 

And God has never once given up on that goal. 
God’s grace always has and always will have direction and purpose. 
Grace does not mean just getting off the hook. 
This is why God’s forgiveness can never be a license to indulge in sin. 
God gives us his grace, His favour for the purpose of making us into His 

likeness, into the image of His Son Jesus Christ. 
In fact, Christlikeness is the greatest favour we could ever receive. 
Christlikeness is the goal of grace, the favour we don’t deserve. 
For in becoming like Christ we at one and the same time become who 

we were always meant to be and have perfect relationship with 
God, others, creation and even our own selves. 

Anyone who understands what is being offered to us in the command 
“be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” 
recognizes it as the offer of everything that is good. 

These words should create deep longing in us to participate in that 
goodness. 

Yet, tragically, these words are so often wrongly heard as off-putting or 
discouraging. 

 
But, starting today, let’s change that! 
For there is no command given to us by Jesus that is not also fulfilled for 

us by Jesus. 
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This command is here so that we never, ever forget that God’s goal for 
us is never anything less than complete righteousness, than perfect 
beauty, than being made into His very own likeness, the image of 
Christ. 

The glory of what is offered to us in this command should motivate us to 
pursue every command of Jesus, in this sermon and everywhere 
else, with passion and with a view to completion, to applying His 
commands to every area of life. 

Why? 
Because with Jesus as our fulfiller, as the one guiding, empowering and 

transforming us, one day we will be complete, just like our 
heavenly Father is complete. 

One day you and I will be perfect in beauty. 
And who, in their right mind, wouldn’t want to do their best even now to 

grow in the beauty offered to us by Christ? 
I think seeing the commands in the Sermon on the Mount through this 

lens, that is, as godly beauty treatment, is a very helpful and 
truthful approach. 

Jesus commands them to us so that we can share in His beauty, so that 
we can be like Him just as He is like His Father in heaven. 

 
You see, God’s grace is an invitation to be beautiful. 
And in this morning’s passage Jesus gives instruction on three more 

ways to grow in His kind of beauty. 
Three ways to grow in the beauty of Jesus: 
First, there is what I’m going to call “verbal integrity.” 
Second is Jesus’ instruction on how to repay evil. 
And third is Jesus’ instruction on the scope of love, how far it should go. 
 
So three ways to grow in beauty according to Jesus: 
Through verbal integrity. 
Through the way we repay evil. 
And through the scope of our love. 
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Jesus’ teaching on verbal integrity is found in Matthew 5 verses 33 
through 37, Jesus’ teaching on oaths. 

Having a summarize the Old Testament teaching on oaths by saying, 
(Read v. 33) 
 
Jesus goes on to say in verse 34, 
(Read v. 34a) 
 
Some have read this as Jesus getting rid of the Old Testament teaching 

on vows. 
But we must remember that Jesus told us earlier in the Sermon, in verse 

17, 
(Read v. 17) 
 
So we should not hear Jesus’ words “do not swear an oath at all” as 

abolishing the law on oaths but rather as pointing to its fulfillment. 
And if we skip to verse 37 this is exactly what we see. 
Here Jesus tells us what to do instead of swearing an oath. 
He says,  
(Read v. 37) 
 
Or to put this another way, Jesus tells us, as far as it depends on us, to 

make every yes or no we say function as if it were an oath. 
If you say yes, then do it. 
If you say no, then don’t do it. 
Keep every yes and no like it was an oath. 
What Jesus seems to be combatting here is what Dale Bruner refers to as 

“two levels of truth.” 
When I make a promise or an oath, then I need to do what I say. 
That’s one level of truth. 
But if I haven’t made an oath, or if the oath wasn’t a serious one, then 

I’m free to do whatever I want, no matter what I may have said. 
That is a second and lower level of truth or faithfulness to our word. 
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This two levels of seriousness make sense of all the other bits in this 
passage. 

The reason why Jesus is speaking against people swearing by heaven, or 
earth, by Jerusalem or by their own head is because this had 
become a common way of getting out of keeping your word in 
Jesus’ day, of living in the lower level of truth while making 
people think you we living at a higher level of integrity. 

People knew that if you swore an oath in the name of the Lord you had 
to do what you said or you would be guilty of taking the Lord’s 
name in vain. 

But if you swore by heaven or Jerusalem, you might just be able to break 
your word without breaking the third commandment. 

You could get away with it. 
 
Yet Jesus will have none of this. 
God’s original command about vows was put in place to increase 

truthfulness and trustworthiness. 
In a world where there is so much deceit and fickleness, swearing an 

oath adds a measure of reliability that would otherwise not be 
present in the world. 

It provids a degree of verbal integrity, of keeping your word, in a fallen 
world. 

But Jesus is now facing a situation where vows were being used to 
deceive others into thinking one’s word would be kept with no real 
commitment to actually keeping it. 

We know this because of Jesus’ words to the Pharisees later in Matthew. 
In Matthew 23 verses 16 and 17 Jesus says, 
“Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it 

means nothing; but anyone who swears by the gold of the temple is 
bound by that oath.’ You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or 
the temple that makes the gold sacred?” 

In a culture where that’s how oaths were used Jesus says, “Don’t swear 
an oath at all.” 

His point is that we should always keep our word whether we swear an 
oath or not. 
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He wants our yes to be yes and our no, no. 
 
This means Jesus’ point is not to avoid saying something under oath at 

all costs. 
Some people teach this, saying that Christians should never work in 

government or in other professions which require the swearing of 
an oath because that would break Jesus’ command on not swearing 
oaths. 

But this is completely in error, for not only do the apostles swear oaths 
themselves in the New Testament Scriptures, but Jesus himself 
chose to speak under oath. 

In Matthew 26:63-64 we read that, 
“The high priest said to him, “I charge you under oath by the living God: 

Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”  
“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied.” 
 
If Jesus chose to speak under oath, His point here in the Sermon on the 

Mount can’t be to forbid every oath. 
His point is to eliminate our operating on two levels of truth and 

trustworthiness. 
The problem is when oaths become an excuse to break our word at other 

times because we “didn’t swear” to do it. 
Or worse, when oaths become an act of deception used to convince 

others to trust us when we fully intend to break our word on the 
basis of a technicality, because we swore by the temple and not by 
the gold on the temple. 

Jesus wants us to share in His beauty and that beauty demands verbal 
integrity at all levels. 

That for every yes and every no we keep our word, even when it hurts. 
Living like that is hard, but it is also beautiful. 
And every Christian is required by Christ to pursue it. 
 
The next area Jesus calls us to grow in beauty is in how we repay evil. 
Jesus’ instructions on how to grow in this area are found in verses 38 

through 42. 
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Starting in verse 38 we read that Jesus said, 
(Read vv. 38-39a) 
 
It is important to bear in mind that Jesus is not just telling us to go the 

extra mile for others, but is specifically telling us to go the extra 
mile for people He identifies as “evil.” 

It is only in remembering this that we can see the connection between 
the command Jesus quotes and the instructions he goes on to give. 

The command “eye for eye, and tooth for tooth” appears three times in 
the law, that is, in the first five books of the Bible. 

It has even been given a special Latin name in Western culture. 
It is known as the Lex Talionis. 
It is a principle given by God to judges that in each case that comes 

before them, the punishment should fit the crime, no more and no 
less. 

But in Jesus’ day it seems to be a principle that had been taken out of the 
courtroom and was being applied as justification for individuals to 
take revenge. 

Of course, this is not new. 
All human societies have their histories of blood feuds and vigilantes 

who take the law into their own hands in order to pay people back 
for the evil they’ve done. 

And it is in this capacity, not in its appropriate place as a principle for 
guiding judges and law courts, that Jesus takes issue with the Lex 
Talionis. 

Jesus does not want his disciples taking the repaying of others for evil 
into their own hands. 

In fact, Jesus calls on us to repay the evil others do to us in a very, very 
different way than we would ever expect. 

Starting halfway through verse 39 Jesus tells us, 
(Read vv. 39b-42) 
 
Through these four illustrations, Jesus shows what it is He would like us 

to do in repayment to those who commit evil against us. 
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In Jesus’ culture, a slap was a profoundly insulting and shameful way of 
treating another person, so shameful, in fact, that you could take 
someone to court for doing it. 

But, as Craig Blomberg puts it, “Jesus tells us not to trade such insults 
even if it means receiving more.” 

This is what it means to turn the other cheek. 
It means not returning insult for insult, and doing so in the full 

knowledge that it may simply invite more insult. 
 
And in the case of being sued for your shirt, handing over your coat, or 

literally “cloak”, had special significance as this was the one and 
only thing it was illegal to take from a person. 

Old Testament law forbid the suing of another person for their cloak 
because it was the one thing that could keep you warm at night 
when everything else was gone. 

But Jesus’ illustration points to handing over even what our adversary 
has no right to take. 

 
In a similar way, Roman soldiers had a law that allowed them to force 

any Israelite or other non-Roman citizen to carry a load for them 
for up to one mile. 

But Jesus instructs us to literally go the extra mile, to do more for the 
evil person than they would even dare to ask. 

 
And then there’s the issue of giving to those who ask and lending to 

those who want to borrow, remembering that Jesus has identified 
the ones asking as evil. 

Even when it’s evil people asking or wanting to borrow, Jesus still 
instructs us to give. 

 
Now, people are often quick to point out that if everyone were to do 

these things with any sort of consistency society as we know it 
would fall apart. 

But, as I see it, that is simply a continuation of the very mistake Jesus is 
speaking against, just committed in reverse. 



12 
 

Jesus is against taking the Lex Talionis, a law for the courtroom, and 
using it to justify personal revenge. 

Thus, Jesus instructions here are meat to apply when we feel like taking 
justice into our own hands. 

Jesus is saying, “When you want to take revenge, do this instead.” 
To take instructions that are meant to be applied in such a personal and 

situation-specific kind of way and insist on applying them to 
everyone all the time like a federal justice system, is simply out of 
place. 

These teachings of Jesus are not meant to be taking out of the personal 
sphere and made into laws in our courts to which everyone must 
adhere at all times. 

The courts have already been given the law of eye for eye and tooth for 
tooth and Jesus is not trying to abolish that. 

Governments should give out punishments that fit the crimes, no more 
and no less. 

But when the desire for personal revenge rises in our hearts, Jesus has a 
very different word for us. 

Instead of eye for eye we are to turn the other cheek, hand over our coat 
as well, go the extra mile and give to those who ask. 

We can’t do it all the time as if it were the law of the land. 
But we can do it every time we notice the desire to repay evil with evil 

rise up in our hearts. 
In those times, going the extra mile becomes both essential and beautiful 

in the eyes of God. 
 
And, in doing this, we remember that Jesus’ instructions here are all 

illustrations that require wisdom in order to be properly applied. 
For example, Augustine and many after him have pointed out that Jesus 

commands us to give to those who ask, but does not command us 
to give them whatever they ask for. 

In fact, the three previous illustrations are all about giving something 
more or different that was asked. 

(Story about eating breakfast with Fred at the local Union Gospel 
Mission in New Westminster). 
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Jesus’ wisdom on what to do when we want to pay people back eye for 

eye is brilliant. 
Even better, it really does make us beautiful in the same kind of way 

Jesus is beautiful. 
 
But last, and most important, is love. 
Jesus finishes his teaching on the Old Testament law by quoting the 

command to love your neighbour. 
Interestingly, however, he goes on to say some words that are not found 

in Scripture anywhere, the words “and hate your enemy.” 
Nobody knows exactly why Jesus chose to add these words. 
The best guess, in my opinion, is that it was because this was the 

prevalent attitude in Jesus’ day. 
The law commanded love for neighbour, which it also defined as your 

fellow Israelite and using an argument from silence it was assumed 
that you were therefore free to hate people who were not your own 
people, especially oppressive nations like the Romans. 

But Jesus exposes the danger of making arguments from silence from 
the Scriptures. 

His point is that the Old Testament command to love your neighbour 
was never intended to give permission to hate those who were not 
your neighbours. 

In fact, Jesus’ command is to “love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you.” 

And this command is the only one in chapter five that comes with a 
reason, 

“So that you may be children of your Father in heaven.” 
More than any other quality it is love, even love for enemies, that makes 

us most like our Heavenly Father and His Son Jesus Christ. 
Jesus’ teaching on the law reaches its climax with this command. 
The most fundamental beauty secret of the Lord Jesus Christ is His love, 

even for His enemies. 
Without love for our enemies, it doesn’t matter how many other 

commands of Scripture we keep. 
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Even the tax collectors love those who love them. 
The essential ingredient for the greater righteousness Jesus demands of 

us is to love and to love even our enemies, those who hate us and 
persecute us. 

 
He still wants us to obey His other commands! 
He’s not happy with those who set aside even one of the least of His 

commands. 
But obedience without love is really no obedience at all in Jesus’ eyes. 
 
Thus it is that Jesus’ command to be perfect in beauty, as our heavenly 

Father is perfect in beauty certainly includes outward obedience: 
It means repenting, turning away from murder, adultery, divorce, 

breaking our word, taking revenge and hating our enemies. 
But none of that is complete or “perfect” until it also transforms the state 

of our heart and rids us of anger, lust, deceit, vengeful desires and 
hatred and replaces those things with love. 

Jesus’ desire is the same as His Father’s, to make us beautiful like He is. 
Grace is an invitation to be beautiful. 
Specifically, to be beautiful in the same way Jesus is beautiful both 

inside and out. 
 
The commands of Jesus here are meant to stir up our desire to be like 

Him, to hunger and thirst for the kind of righteousness He already 
has. 

They are meant to take our eyes off of comparing ourselves to others and 
instead bring us back again and again to the question, “Am I like 
my Father in heaven and Jesus His Son?” 

Can people see the family resemblance in me? 
 
And when we face times when we know they can’t see that resemblance, 

we are not to despair, but to trust in the grace of our God and 
launch straight back into doing what Jesus asks of us here. 

For grace is undeserved favour. 
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And the favour is being changed into the likeness of Jesus, the Son of 
God, to become perfect in beauty just like He is. 

So may we never stop pursuing obedience to the greater righteousness 
demanded by Jesus in His Sermon on the Mount. 

Because one day those who hunger and thirst for His righteousness will 
be filled. 

By the grace of God, one day we will be perfect in beauty, complete, just 
as our heavenly Father is complete. 

Amen. 
 


