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First Presbyterian Church February 19, 2017 

Rev. Jesse Garner Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18; 1 Cor. 3:10-11, 16-23; Matthew 5:38-48 

Witnesses 

 Suppose you had friends who knew little or nothing about Christianity, and one day they 

asked you to explain to them what it was all about, just how it was you tried to live your life as a 

follower of Jesus Christ.  Suppose that not being terribly confident in your own ability to do that, 

to come up with a clear and concise explanation, you were tempted just to hand your friends a 

Bible, saying that these are our Holy Scriptures and if they wanted to know what Christianity 

was all about, what a Christian life actually looked like, they should just read the Bible.  Well, 

should you ever be tempted to do that, let me suggest that you might want to re-consider, because 

if you do, depending on which part of the Bible they read, your friends might well come back to 

you with some very interesting questions. 

 For example, they may ask you if it’s true in our church that anyone who strikes, or even 

curses, his or her father or mother is put to death?  Because that’s what it says in the Bible.  Or 

they may ask if it’s true that if you loan money to someone in your community you can’t charge 

them any interest on that loan?  Because sure enough, that’s what it says in the Bible.  Or they 

may ask if it’s really true that you’re not supposed to cross-breed animals, or plant different kinds 

of seed in the same field, or even wear clothing made out of different fabrics?  Is that really true?  

Because all of that is found in the Bible, and I can go on in this vein for a long time. 

 Don’t think you can get around this problem by saying that yes, all that is in the Bible but 

only in the Old Testament, and that your friend should just look at the New Testament because 

that’s the part most important to Christians.  I would caution you that before saying that, you 

might want to go back and re-read our gospel lessons for the past couple of weeks.  You remember 

the part last week about your right hand causing you to stumble, and what you’re supposed to 

do?  Or today, where Jesus says if someone sues you, you don’t just give them what they’re asking 

for, but twice as much? 

 The fact is, the Bible, and not just the Old Testament, is full of laws and rules and 

commandments that we routinely disobey, though for the most part we do so unknowingly since 

we have long since stopped reading the parts of the Bible where many of those laws are found.  

But even those parts of the Bible that we do still read, for example, the Sermon on the Mount in 

the Gospel of Matthew, hold up a standard of Christian conduct that is so far beyond what most 

of us can honestly claim to live by that it really calls into question our claim to be Christians.  I 

mean, if such a high standard is, in fact, what Jesus expects of his followers, can we in good 

conscience really call ourselves his disciples? 

 Now I will certainly grant you that a large number of the commandments found in scripture 

really don’t apply to us.  Some of them are simply archaic, laws reflecting conditions in the ancient 

near east three thousand or more years ago and for that reason no longer have any serious claim 

on our lives today.  In addition, there are many other laws in the Bible that apply to religious 

rituals that can only take place in one location, that being the temple, and since the temple was 

destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD, those laws are essentially moot, even for the most observant 

of Jews.  Finally, there are certain religious laws, particularly those involving dietary restrictions, 
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that were explicitly repudiated by the early church at the urging of the apostle Paul, because they 

raised what were in effect ethnic barriers to the participation of people in the church of Jesus 

Christ.  So those rules are out, too. 

 But even granting that such rules no longer apply to us in strict fashion, that still leaves a lot 

of rules, laws and commandments, including many of the teachings of Jesus himself, that 

presumably do still apply to us, and yet which we seem to regard more as an ideal meant to 

inspire us than a way for people to actually live their lives.  My question is why do we do that?  

Where did we get the idea that these laws are not really binding for us?  I doubt that many of us 

have ever thought seriously about that question, but I do think there’s an answer, a reason why 

we’ve come to regard a great deal of what the Bible does say as if it doesn’t really apply to us in 

a serious way.  A reason why, then, we feel free to basically just ignore a great deal of what the 

Bible requires of the followers of Jesus Christ.  And why is that? 

 Because somewhere along the line we seem to have gotten the idea that the laws in the Bible 

were all intended to serve a purely practical purpose.  That is to say, laws that prohibited doing 

certain things were given to protect us from behaviors that could prove harmful.  By the same 

measure, laws that mandated certain actions were intended to encourage us to do things that 

would prove beneficial.  For example, take the laws in the Bible governing dietary regulations.  If 

a law prohibited someone from eating something—say—pork, it was because in those days eating 

pork could be dangerous.  If, by contrast, there were foods which were judged “kosher,” or 

acceptable to eat, then it must be because those foods were thought to be healthy and thus 

beneficial. 

 If that were in fact so, it would seem to suggest that if at some point in the future, the 

assumptions underlying such regulations were no longer held to be valid, then there would be 

no compelling reason to continue to abide by such rules, and we could in good conscience eat all 

the pork and lobster and whatever we wanted.  By the same token, if some of the foods considered 

kosher in Biblical times turned out to actually be bad for us, well, then we really shouldn’t eat 

them, kosher or not. 

 That kind of thinking about Biblical laws, this kind of utilitarian rationale that the laws all 

serve a practical purpose, has come to dominate—it seems to me—the way we think about such 

commandments.  If the laws make sense to us and still seem to serve a valid purpose, then those 

laws should still be considered applicable, and even if we don’t always follow them, still we know 

that we should.  But if the laws don’t make sense to us anymore, if they no longer seem to serve 

any practical purpose, if they don’t really do anything to improve our lives, then those rules 

slowly but surely become a dead letter.  We may not make a big fuss about that, but we pretty 

much just ignore them and not just obscure rules either.  For example, rules and traditions 

governing the Sabbath, which these days are almost entirely ignored by a very large proportion 

of Christians. 

 But there’s a serious problem with that rationale, and that problem is that there are a 

considerable number of laws found in the Bible, including some of the most important laws of 

all, that were never intended to serve a strictly practical purpose.  These were laws which from 

the very beginning were intended to be largely symbolic, to encourage certain behaviors not 

because they were good for us in any practical sense, but because they were godly.  And “godly” 
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not simply in some abstract sense, but on the basis of what was understood about God over the 

course of the history of God’s people. 

 For example, there is an entire body of law in scripture that is rooted in the historical event 

we call the Exodus.  An entire body of law whose intent was to insure that no one in Israel—

whether an Israelite or a foreigner—that no one would ever be treated in Israel the way that God’s 

people had been treated in Egypt.  Not because that would make Israel a stronger and more 

prosperous nation, but because it would make it a more just and righteous nation, that is to say, 

a more godly nation, a nation whose very existence would then daily bear witness to the just and 

righteous God who had redeemed them out of slavery in Egypt. 

 Which is why, then, when you reaped the harvest of the land, you did not reap to the very 

edges of the field, or when gathering grapes, you didn’t pick up those that had fallen on the 

ground.  You left them there for the poor and the alien in your midst, because you remembered 

what it was like to be hungry.  Which is why you didn’t hold the wages of day laborers till 

morning, but paid them at night for their work, because you remembered what it was like to have 

no money.  Which is why you didn’t exploit or abuse or humiliate the foreigner in your midst, 

because you remembered what it was like to be an alien in a land not your own.  And lest you 

ever forget that, lest there ever come a time when you didn’t remember that, when you no longer 

remembered what it had been like to be a slave in Egypt, and having forgotten you then begin to 

treat others in your midst as your ancestors were treated, the law was there as a daily reminder 

that once you had been a slave in Egypt and it was the Lord your God, a just and righteous God, 

who had brought you up out of that land out of the house of bondage. 

 Which brings us to the Sermon on the Mount.  I don’t think there’s anyone who upon reading 

the words of Jesus here doesn’t ask themselves, “Does he really mean this?”  Because throughout 

this sermon, Jesus takes the very laws that we already have difficulty at times obeying and then 

ups the ante, making them even more difficult for us to obey, indeed making them almost 

impossible to obey.  Just listen again to what he asks of us:  “You have heard it said, ‘An eye for 

an eye…’  Well, I tell you, “If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other as well…’  

‘And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go the second mile, too.’  ‘You have heard it said, ‘Love 

your neighbor…  Well I say to you, Love your enemies.’”  Love my enemies?  Seriously, does he 

really mean that?  I have a hard enough time loving my neighbor some days, and he wants me to 

love my enemies?  Surely, he doesn’t really mean that, does he?  What is the point of that?  What 

is that supposed to accomplish? 

 Well, the short answer is yes, he really does mean that, though I’m sure he knows full well 

just how likely we are to actually do it.  But just as the laws in Deuteronomy bear witness to the 

just and righteous God who brought God’s people up out of the land of Egypt out of their 

bondage, so too do the commandments of the Sermon on the Mount bear witness to a God who 

loved this world so much that God’s own son lived and died and rose again for us, so that we 

might have life and that abundantly.  Do you believe he really did that for you?  If so, then yes, 

he really expects us to turn the other cheek, to love our enemies, and to welcome the strangers in 

our midst.  So that the world might see and hear in us signs of the new creation that has come to 

be in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


