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A. Introduction

Today, we continue our study of the Sermon on the MM/etare looking at the so-called
“six antithetical sayings” in chapter five. In these sayings, Jesus gives injunctions to stop
certain vicious cycles of behavior that harms people.

Today, we will hear Jesus talk about:
* the importance of truth telling
» the importance of resisting evil with nonviolent action

B. Truth-telling

Eirst, Jesus addresses the issue of oath-taking and speakingthha love. An oath
is a solemn pledge to tell the truth, especially ioaricof law. Jesus is noalking
about “swearing” in the sense of saying, “Oh, my God!"—Whg&not unimportant,
but it’s not what Jesus is talking about here.

Listen to what he says:

Matt 5:33-37. 3 "Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times,
'You shall not swear falsely, but carry out the vows you have made to the Lord." **
But I say to you, Do not swear [oaths] at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne
of God, * or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city
of the great King. ¢ And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair
white or black. *” Let your word be 'Yes, Yes' or 'No, No'; anything more than this
comes from the evil one. (NRSV)

1. What problem was Jesus addressing?

What problem was Jesus addressing? Jesus lived in amlbnaécOral cultures are
based on trust and orally sworn statements. In cantwadive in a written culture,
which depends on written contracts. So taking oaths wasanon and crucial
practice during Jesus’ time.

However, there were two problems with oath-taking: @ndne hand, taking an oath
to guarantee what someone says is true implies thaamvbecless careful about
telling the truth when we don’t say an oath. On theiotiand, during Jesus’ time,
some people were down right dishonest and deceptive waghdbk oaths. Worst of



all, they used God’s name to back up their oaths, whidkeldtte commandment not
to misuse God’s name (Exod 20%7).

Example:*Woe to you, blind guides, who say, 'Whoever swears by the sanctuary
is bound by nothing, but whoever swears by the gold of the sanctuary is bound by
the oath." 7 You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the sanctuary that
has made the gold sacred?” (Matt 23:16) (NRSV).

In this case, people made promises that sounded genuinetumityahad “their
fingers crossed behind their backs” so to speak.

[llustration: | remember when | was a kid. And my botéwed | use to make
deals. I'd say something like, “If you mow the lawn for, ¢ let you ride my
new bike.” Then, after he mowed the lawn, I'd go backhengromise. When
he objected, | say something like, “I never promigien I'd let you use my
bike.” So he’d never trust me again until | specifiden.

2. What's wrong with being dishonest?

What's wrong with being dishonest? The problem with diskors that it creates
distrust. Distrust ruins relationships. Distrust createsrder, insecurity, and anxiety.
It ruins our inner and outer peace.

In contrast, trust builds healthy relationships. Trusates a sense of order, security,
and serenity. It gives us peace of mind.

What kind of would world would you rather live in? What kwidvorld would your
rather create? A world of distrust and dishonesty? Wordd of trust and truth-telling?

3. What injunction does Jesus give?

What injunction does Jesus give? Jesus says, “Letword by ‘Yes, Yes’ and ‘No,
No".” In other words, tell the truth and oaths will rim# necessary.

In the Hebrew mindset of Jesus, trutnéth; nax) is sometimes translated

“faithfulness” (Deut 32:3). You could even sayth isfaithfulness—faithfulness to
facts (speaking the truth) arfdithfulness to relationships (being loyal).
Jesus invites his disciples to “speaking the truthwie’ldEph 4:15).
Speaking the truth creates right relationship (righteousnes3ed and others
Speaking the truth pushes back the darkness of dishonesty aptiatece
Speaking the truth is a way to resist actively and nonviolémtydeceptive evil that
harms us and our relationships

*“You shall not make wrongful use of the name @& ttord you God, for the Lord will not acquit anyonio misuses his name” (Exod

2 Unfortunately, like Jesus’ world, ours is infuseith systemic distrust. The corporate culture oftemphasizes profits as the one goal that
counts. With profits as the highest value, hongstys by the wayside and advertisers and salespleopler on deception to sell products
and to get people to sign up for various serviSasilarly, politicians often tell the voters whatthey think the voters want to hear in
order to get elected. It is no wonder that adviegipractitioners, salesmen, and congressmen ardewest ranking professions (see
http://public-healthcare-issues.suite101.com/atidm/nurses are _most honest and ethical
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4. More questions

Although all interpreters agree that the text requing$telling, there are still some
unanswered questions.

a. What about oaths in the OT?

First, what about oaths in the OT? In the OT, we find eapd even God
swearing oaths. Abraham swore an oath to God in G&2 1%he Angel of the
Lord swore an oath to Abraham in Gen 22:16. And therenargy other
examples.

So when Jesus says, “Don’'t swear oaths at all,” dbave a contradiction
between Jesus and the OT? Or would we understand Jesastiof “not to
swear oaths” as an example of exaggerate speech totheageint about
telling the truth?

b. What about always honesty?

Secondwhat about always being honest? Should we alwagbsalutely
truth? Are there times when we should not be trihue there “permissible
lies”?

Generally speaking, | think Jesus would say, “Be truthfoéftainly, we
shouldn’t intentionally deceive people to get what watwhthink the
temptation to lie correlates with a lack of trust indsWe lie because we think
God will not give us what we want or need.

There are advantages to truth-telling also. As Markiisaid, “If you tell the
truth you don’t have to remember anything.” You won't geigied in a web
of lies. Edgar J. Mohn said, “A lie has speed, but trathdndurance.”

However, there might be one exception; when trutimgeleas to harming
another person. For example, let’'s say the Nazie@m demanded that we
tell them where we’'re hiding certain Jews. If we tied truth, the Nazis will
kill the Jews; if we lie, the Jews will live. So whoose the lesser of two evils
and we lie. That’s the exception.

5. Anabaptists and oaths

Oath-taking has been a defining issue for Anabaptist. Badypaptist really wanted
to do what Jesus taught. So, when they heard Jesust ¥a@ar oaths,” they didn't.
They took Jesus’ words literally and seriously.

However, this caused series problems for Anabaptisteisikteen century. At that
time, people swore oaths to governing authorities whey jthned guilds and when
they wy%re in court. Oaths held society together. To eciisake an oath was to reject
society:

% C. Arnold SnyderAnabaptist History and Theology: An Introduction (Kitchener, Ontario: Pandora Press 1995); see2P83en “Sword
and Oath,” especially 186.
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Of course, this made Anabaptists very suspicious andsiuidaeir commitment to
Christ—as they understood him—put them at odds with society.

Today, many Mennonites refuse to swear oaths in colldsvpoaths of allegiance to
governments, or oaths in secret societies.

C. Resisting evil with nonviolence

Next, we come to what has been called the law ofeasistance, which | think is a
misnomer. | explain in a moment. Here is the text.

Matt 5:39-42. * But I say to you, Do not resist [or react violently against] an
evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; ** and if
anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; * and if anyone
forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. * Give to everyone who begs
from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you. (NRSV)

1. What problem was Jesus addressing?

What problem was Jesus addressipg®@ng Jesus’ time, the Roman army occupied
Palestine and exploited and oppressed the Jews thathes] including Christian
Jews. Many Jews considered violent resistance againBiotheans. In fact, the Jews
initiated war against the Romans in 66 C.E., which ieddtirst Jewish Revolt.

There is good reason to believe that this saying osJasuostituted his thought about
armed rebellion against Rome and the Jewish Nation#fhatradvocated retaliation
against the Roman occupation forces.

2. “Eye for eye"—lex talionis [Lat. “law of retaliation”]

What is meant by “an eye for an eye”? This principlealledex talionis [law of
retaliation] and goes back to the Code of Hammurabi (1700 B@dt is found in
many ancient law codes. Thex talionis was probably intended to restrain violent
payback or revenge.

Jesus quotes the law of retaliation from Exod. 21:23-2&r{fharm follows, then
you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for thphand for hand, foot for foot,
burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for strib.”

3. “Do not antistenai an evildoer” (5:39)

Right after alluding to the law of retaliation, Jesus ifjealit by sayingéyon 6¢ Aéyw
VULV pn avtiotivel t@ movnp®, “but | say to you do nantistenai an evildoer.”

What doesantistenai mean? There are two views.

4 See also Lev 24:19-20; Deut 19:21.



a. Traditional: “do not resist an evildoer”

In the traditional viewantistenai means “resist”. So Jesus is saying, “Do not
resist or oppose evil.” Jesus is advocapasgs ve nonres stance without
retaliation.

b. Alternative: “do not react violently againstand evildoer”

In the alternative viewantistenai means “react violently against.” So Jesus is
saying, “Do not react violently against an evildoer.”

The word,antistenai, comes fromanti- meaning “against” ansténai meaning
“to stand fast” (middle or passive). It was a milité@ym meaning, “to stand
ready for battle.” Wheanti- andstenai are conjoined, we geintisténai,
which means “to stand ready for battle over againsofgosing force)>

So, Jesus is saying, “Do not resist violently. Do notltefam not offer armed
resistance.” In this view, we are to resist evil, butinatiolent ways.

This view is supported by four examples that follow—turndtieer cheek,
give your clothes, go the second mile, give to those agk.

4. Four examples of nonviolent resistance
a. Turn your other cheek (5:39b)

In the firstexample, Jesus envisions a person receiving a back hdapgdn s
person of superior status.

To strike someone on the right cheek with the badkddhand was a
humiliating insult. “A backhand slap was the usual whgdmonishing
inferiors. Master backhanded slaves; husbands, wivesnisachildren; men,
women; Romans, Jewd/e have here a set of unequal relations, in each of
which retaliation would be suicidal.”®

Shockingly, Jesus instructs victims to turn the other, (left) cheek. By
turning the left cheek, the victim forces the oppressdutthim or her a
second time as an equal, not with a backhand, but ethight first, which
acknowledges the victim as a peer. Note: The left handdwai have been
used, because it was used for sanitary purposes.

[Ask for a volunteer and demonstrate how this 100ks.]
In this way, the victim regains dignity without violendteis like the followers

of Martin Luther King, who didn’t “retaliate against thegregationist racist,
but marched nonviolently in the face of stones, police doggtings, and fir

® N.T. Wright and Walter Wink concur. See Walter WitNeither Passivity nor Violence: Jesus' Third yWdatt 5:38-42 par.)” inThe
Love of Enemy and Nonretaliation in the New Testament, Willard M. Swartley (ed.) (Louisville: Westminstdohn Know, 1992) 102-125;
N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (London: SPCK, 1996) 291.
© Walter Wink, “Neither Passivity nor Violence: JesWhird Way Matt 5:38-42 par.)” ifthe Love of Enemy and Nonretaliation in the New
Testament, Willard M. Swartley (ed.) (Louisville: Westminstdohn Know, 1992) 105.
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hoses.” It shocked the world into a new awareness of injustickesanew
respect for nonviolent protest.

Jesus is not teaching retaliation, but to use creat@enanviolent ways to
resist evil. Social psychologists tell us that aggoeslsegets more aggression.
Jesus’ strategy defuses aggression by breaking the dygtdenmce.

b. Give your clothes (5:40)

In the secon@xample, Jesus envisions a poor person being sued in@ourt f
his “inner garment” ¢hiton; yLtwv), no doubt because of unpaid debt.

Again, rather shockingly, Jesus tells the victim teegip his “outer garment”
(himation; ipatiov) as well. The victim gives away both garments and stands
naked before the court and the oppressor.

In this way, the naked victim shames the greed creditow, wow stands with
both garments in harfdO course, its hyperbole. But it communicates thetpoin
that victims should protest against systems that lepdverty.

Again, Jesus is not teaching retaliation, but to useigeeand nonviolent ways
to challenge and resist evil.

c. Go the second mile (5:41)

In the third example, Jesus envisions a Jewish persog togces to carry the
belongings of a Roman soldier, who was part of thepaion force.

In first-century Palestine, Roman soldiers werevedid to force citizens to
carry their gea?.They could treat people like pack-animals. Tehre isast le
one inscription and several ancient texts that talkinBoman soldiers
abusing this practice. So, there was a one-mile limibéw for soldiers could
force people to carry their stuff.

Notice that Jesus doesn’t advocate armed revolt, but sighgkhe advocates
going a second mile! Jewish Nationalist must have redaldgsus as a traitor.
But Jesus’ disciples understood what he was driving a¢ri@df to go a
second mile puts the initiative into the hands of tletimi

Just like the first two example, Jesus is not advogagtaliation, but resisting
evil through nonviolent measures.

d. Give to everyone who asks (5:42)

In the_fourthexample, Jesus envisions a world of debt and economic
inequality. In this example, Jesus tells us to give toyever who begs or
wants to borrow.

” Glen Stasser,iving the Sermon on the Mount (San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2006) 92.
8 Nakedness was a taboo in Judaism (see Gen 9:20-27)
° For an example in the NT, see Simon of Cyrene at7:32.



During the time of Jesus, there were soaring inteatss and taxes. Many
Jews were forced to foreclose on their property anatgodebt. To give to
people in need is away to protest against greed and ecomojnitice. Giving
to everyone is hyperbole. But Jesus’ hyperbole emphaseesédd for
compassion over covetousness and sharing over hording.

In this final example, notice again that Jesus doesdwgebeing passive or
becoming a doormat for evil. Rather, Jesus is advising &sist evil in
creative and nonviolent ways.

5. Anabaptist and vonviolence

This text has been very important in the ongoing detate pacifism, which has been
a defining issue for Anabaptist. Since the sixteenth cenfungbaptists have
understood that nonviolence and peace was the way ofQJbdgk

Since then Anabaptists and Mennonites have understoopaaeg is not a goal that
can be attained by any means whatsoever. Ratheny ilvgot peace, peace is the way!

Of course, this has put Anabaptists at odds with sosidtizh values revenge and
war. Revenge and war is undergirded byrtiyth of redemptive violence—the myth of
redemptive violence refers to that belief that violenadwwar can right the wrongs of
the world*°

In recent years, our nation has gone far beyond sirepdéiation and self-defense.
Our nation has taken a stance of preemption—we needki® fatst before they strike
us. In this type of society, Anabaptist, who refusectept that view, are viewed as
traitors and numbskulls.

The same happened to Jesus. Jewish Nationalist saw hitnagi®r. The Roman
military viewed him as a numbskull. I stand with Jesus.

For true followers of Jesus, using violence is out ofjinestion. But that does not
mean becoming doormats for evil. It means actively tiegi®vil and injustice in
creative and nonviolent ways.

D. Reflections
The two sayings we looked at today—speaking the truthesisting evil
nonviolently—were intended to shock the imagination andlliastision for what
God is doing in the world to build the Kingdom of Righteossne

To us has been given the legacy of Jesus, the nonvgdeiatl prophet. We have been
given the gift of speaking the truth in love and rasgsevil nonviolently.

These gifts are difficult to bear. May God give usfdith, strength, and creative
wisdom to receive these gifts.

1% Walter Wink, The Powers That Be (New York: Doubleday, 1998) 42-62.
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