
THE BOND WHICH MUST NOT BE BROKEN 
 
1. Marriage amongst the Jews 
 
Matt. 5:31-32 
 
It has been said: Let every man who divorces his wife give her a bill of divorcement. 
But I say to you that every one who divorces his wife for any other cause than 
fornication causes her to commit adultery; and anyone who marries a woman who has 
been so divorced himself commits adultery. 
 
When Jesus laid down this law for marriage he laid it down against a very definite 
situation. There is no time in history when the marriage bond stood in greater peril of 
destruction than in the days when Christianity first came into this world. At that time the 
world was in danger of witnessing the almost total break-up of marriage and the collapse 
of the home. 
 
Christianity had a double background. It had the background of the Jewish world, and of 
the world of the Romans and the Greeks. Let us look at Jesus' teaching against these two 
backgrounds. 
 
Theoretically no nation ever had a higher ideal of marriage than the Jew had. Marriage 
was a sacred duty which a man was bound to undertake. He might delay or abstain from 
marriage for only one reason--to devote his whole time to the study of the Law. If a man 
refused to marry and to beget children he was said to have broken the positive 
commandment which bade men to be fruitful and to multiply, and he was said to have 
"lessened the image of God in the world," and "to have slain his posterity." 
 
Ideally the Jew abhorred divorce. The voice of God had said, "I hate divorce" (Mal.2:16). 
The Rabbis had the loveliest sayings. "We find that God is long-suffering to every sin 
except the sin of unchastity." "Unchastity causes the glory of God to depart." "Every Jew 
must surrender his life rather than commit idolatry, murder or adultery." "The very altar 
sheds tears when a man divorces the wife of his youth." 
 
The tragedy was that practice fell so far short of the ideal. One thing vitiated the whole 
marriage relationship. The woman in the eyes of the law was a thing. She was at the 
absolute disposal of her father or of her husband. She had virtually no legal rights at all. 
To all intents and purposes a woman could not divorce her husband for any reason, and a 
man could divorce his wife for any cause at all. "A woman," said the Rabbinic law, "may 
be divorced with or without her will; but a man only with his will." 
 
The matter was complicated by the fact that the Jewish law of divorce was very simple in 
its expression and very debatable in its meaning. It is stated in Deut.24:1: "When a man 
takes a wife and marries her, if then she finds no favour in his eyes because he has found 
some indecency in her, and he writes her a bill of divorce and puts it in her hand and 



sends her out of his house." The process of divorce was extremely simple. The bill of 
divorcement simply ran: 
 
"Let this be from me thy writ of divorce and letter of dismissal and deed of liberation, 
that thou mayest marry whatsoever man thou wilt." 
 
All that had to be done was to hand that document to the woman in the presence of two 
witnesses and she stood divorced. 
 
Clearly the crux of this matter lies in the interpretation of the phrase some indecency. In 
all matters of Jewish law there were two schools. There was the school of Shammai, 
which was the strict, severe, austere school, and there was the school of Hillel which was 
the liberal, broad-minded, generous school. Shammai and his school defined some 
indecency as meaning unchastity and nothing but unchastity. "Let a wife be as 
mischievous as the wife of Ahab," they said, "she cannot be divorced except for 
adultery." To the school of Shammai there was no possible ground of divorce except only 
adultery and unchastity. On the other hand the school of Hillel defined some indecency, 
in the widest possible way. They said that it meant that a man could divorce his wife if 
she spoiled his dinner by putting too much salt in his food, if she went in public with her 
head uncovered, if she talked with men in the streets, if she was a brawling woman, if she 
spoke disrespectfully of her husband's parents in his presence, if she was troublesome or 
quarrelsome. A certain Rabbi Akiba said that the phrase, if she find no favour in his sight, 
meant that a man might divorce his wife if he found a woman whom he considered to be 
more attractive than she. 
 
Human nature being such as it is, it is easy to see which school would have the greater 
influence. In the time of Jesus divorce had grown easier and easier, so that a situation had 
arisen in which girls were actually unwilling to marry, because marriage was so insecure. 
 
When Jesus said this, he was not speaking as some theoretical idealist; he was speaking 
as a practical reformer. He was seeking to deal with a situation in which the structure of 
family life was collapsing, and in which national morals were becoming ever more lax. 
 
THE BOND THAT CANNOT BE BROKEN 
 
2. Marriage amongst the Greeks 
 
Matt. 5:31-32 (continued) 
 
We have seen the state of marriage in Palestine in the time of Jesus, but the day was soon 
to come when Christianity would go out far beyond Palestine, and it is necessary that we 
should look at the state of marriage in that wider world into which the teachings of 
Christianity were to go. 
 
First then, let us look at marriage amongst the Greeks. Two things vitiated the marriage 
situation in the Greek world. 



A. W. Verrall, the great classical scholar, said that one of the chief diseases from which 
ancient civilization died was a low view of woman. The first thing which wrecked the 
marriage situation among the Greeks was the fact that relationships outside marriage 
carried no stigma whatsoever, and were in fact the accepted and the expected thing. Such 
relationships brought not the slightest discredit; they were part of the ordinary routine of 
life. Demosthenes laid it down as the accepted practice of life: "We have courtesans for 
the sake of pleasure; we have concubines for the sake of daily cohabitation; we have 
wives for the purpose of having children legitimately, and of having a faithful guardian 
for all our household affairs." In later days, when Greek ideas had penetrated into, and 
had ruined Roman morality, Cicero in his speech, In defence of Caelius says, "If there is 
anyone who thinks that young men should be absolutely forbidden the love of courtesans 
he is indeed extremely severe. I am not able to deny the principle that he states. But he is 
at variance, not only with the licence of his own age, but also from the customs and 
concessions of our ancestors. When indeed was this not done? When did anyone ever 
find fault with it? When was permission denied? When was it that that which is now 
lawful was not lawful?" It is Cicero's plea, as it was the statement of Demosthenes, that 
relationships outside marriage were the ordinary and the conventional thing. 
 
The Greek view of marriage was an extraordinary paradox. The Greek demanded that the 
respectable woman should live such a life of seclusion that she could never even appear 
on the street alone, and that she did not even have her meals in the apartments of the men. 
She had no part even in social life. From his wife the Greek demanded the most complete 
moral purity; for himself he demanded the utmost immoral licence. To put it bluntly, the 
Greeks married a wife for domestic security, but found their pleasure elsewhere. Even 
Socrates said, "Is there anyone to whom you entrust more serious matters than to your 
wife, and is there anyone to whom you talk less?" Verus, the colleague of Marcus 
Aurelius in the imperial power, was blamed by his wife for associating with other 
women. His answer was that she must remember that the name of wife was a title of 
dignity, not of pleasure. 
 
So, then, in Greece an extraordinary situation arose. The Temple of Aphrodite at Corinth 
had a thousand priestesses, who were sacred courtesans; they came down to the streets of 
Corinth at evening time so that it became a proverb: "Not every man can afford a journey 
to Corinth." This amazing alliance of religion with prostitution can be seen in an almost 
incredible way in the fact that Solon was the first to allow the introduction of prostitutes 
into Athens and the building of brothels, and with the profits of the brothels a new temple 
was built to Aphrodite the goddess of love. The Greeks saw nothing wrong in the 
building of a temple with the proceeds of prostitution. 
 
But apart altogether from the practice of common prostitution there arose in Greece an 
amazing class of women called the hetairai (compare hetairos, GSN2083). They were the 
mistresses of famous men; they were easily the most cultured and socially accomplished 
women of their day; their homes were nothing less than salons; and many of their names 
go down in history with as much fame as the great men with whom they associated. Thais 
was the hetaira (compare, GSN2083) of Alexander the Great. On Alexander's death she 
married Ptolemy, and became the mother of the Egyptian royal family. Aspasia was the 



hetaira (compare, GSN2083) of Pericles, perhaps the greatest ruler and orator Athens 
ever had; and it is said that she taught Pericles his oratory and wrote his speeches for him. 
Epicurus, the famous philosopher, had his equally famous Leontinium. Socrates had his 
Diotima. The way in which these women were regarded can be seen from the visit that 
Socrates paid to Theodota, as Xenophon tells of it. He went to see if she was as beautiful 
as she was said to be. He talked kindly to her; he told her that she must shut the door 
against the insolent; that she must care for her lovers in their sicknesses, and rejoice with 
them when honour came to them, and that she must tenderly love those who gave their 
love to her. 
 
Here, then, in Greece we see a whole social system based on relationships outside 
marriage; we see that these relationships were accepted as natural and normal, and not in 
the least blameworthy; we see that these relationships could, in fact, become the 
dominant thing in a man's life. We see an amazing situation in which Greek men kept 
their wives absolutely secluded in a compulsory purity, while they themselves found their 
real pleasure and their real life in relationships outside marriage. 
 
The second thing which vitiated the situation in Greece was that divorce required no legal 
process whatsoever. All that a man had to do was to dismiss his wife in the presence of 
two witnesses. The one saving clause was that he must return her dowry intact. 
 
It is easy to see what an incredible novelty the Christian teaching regarding chastity and 
fidelity in marriage was in a civilization like that. 
 
THE BOND THAT CANNOT BE BROKEN 
 
3. Marriage amongst the Romans 
 
Matt. 5:31-32 (continued) 
 
The history of the development of the marriage situation amongst the Romans is the 
history of tragedy. The whole of Roman religion and society was originally founded on 
the home. The basis of the Roman commonwealth was the patria potestas, the father's 
power; the father had literally the power of life and death over his family. A Roman son 
never came of age so long as his father was alive. He might be a consul; he might have 
reached the highest honour and office the state could offer but so long as his father was 
alive he was still within his father's power. 
 
To the Roman the home was everything. The Roman matron was not secluded like her 
Greek counterpart. She took her full part in life. "Marriage," said Modestinus, the Latin 
jurist, "is a life-long fellowship of all divine and human rights." Prostitutes, of course, 
there Were, but they were held in contempt and to associate with them was 
dishonourable. There was, for instance, a Roman magistrate who was assaulted in a house 
of ill-fame, and who refused to prosecute or go to law about the case, because to do so 
would have been to admit that he had been in such a place. So high was the standard of 
Roman morality that for the first five hundred years of the Roman commonwealth there 



was not one single recorded case of divorce. The first man to divorce his wife was 
Spurius Carvilius Ruga in the year 234 B.C., and he did so because she was childless and 
he desired a child. 
 
Then there came the Greeks. In the military and the imperial sense Rome conquered 
Greece; but in the moral and the social sense Greece conquered Rome. By the second 
century B.C. Greek morals had begun to infiltrate into Rome, and the descent was 
catastrophic. Divorce became as common as marriage. Seneca speaks of women who 
were married to be divorced and who were divorced to be married. He tells of women 
who identified the years, not by the names of the consuls, but by the names of their 
husbands. Juvenal writes: "Is one husband enough for lberina? Sooner will you prevail 
upon her to be content with one eye." He cites the case of a woman who had eight 
husbands in five years. Martial cites the case of a woman who had ten husbands. A 
Roman orator, Metillus Numidicus, made an extraordinary speech: "If, Romans, it were 
possible to love without wives, we would be free from trouble; but since it is the law of 
nature that we can neither live pleasantly with them, nor at all without them, we must 
take thought for the continuance of the race rather than for our own brief pleasure." 
Marriage had become nothing more than an unfortunate necessity. There was a cynical 
Roman jest: "Marriage brings only two happy days--the day when the husband first 
clasps his wife to his breast, and the day when he lays her in the tomb." 
 
To such a pass did things come that special taxes were levied on the unmarried, and the 
unmarried were prohibited from entering into inheritances. Special privileges were given 
to those who had children, for children were regarded as a disaster. The very law was 
manipulated in an attempt to rescue the necessary institution of marriage. 
 
There lay the Roman tragedy, what Lecky called "that outburst of ungovernable and 
almost frantic depravity which followed upon the contact with Greece." Again it is easy 
to see with what a shock the ancient world must have heard the demands of Christian 
chastity. 
 
We shall leave the discussion of the ideal of Christian marriage until we come to Matt. 
19:3-9. At the present we must simply note that with Christianity there had come into the 
world an ideal of chastity of which men did not dream. 
 
A WORD IS A PLEDGE 
 
Matt. 5:33-37 
 
You have heard that it was said by the people of the old days: You shall not take an 
oath falsely, but you shall pay your oath in full to the Lord. But I say to you: Do not 
swear at all, neither by heaven, for it is the throne of God, nor by the earth, for it is the 
footstool of his feet, nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King, nor by your 
head, for you cannot make one hair black or white. When you say, Yes, let it be yes; 
and when you say, No, let it be no. Anything which goes beyond that has its source in 
evil. 



 
One of the strange things about the Sermon on the Mount is the number of occasions 
when Jesus was recalling to the Jews that which they already knew. The Jewish teachers 
had always insisted on the paramount obligation of telling the truth. "The world stands 
fast on three things, on justice, on truth, and on peace." "Four persons are shut out from 
the presence of God--the scoffer, the hypocrite, the liar, and the retailer of slander." "One 
who has given his word and who changes it is as bad as an idolater." The school of 
Shammai was so wedded to the truth that they forbade the ordinary courteous 
politenesses of society, as, for instance, when a bride was complimented for her charming 
appearance when in fact she was plain. 
 
Still more did the Jewish teachers insist on the truth, if the truth had been guaranteed by 
an oath. Repeatedly that principle is laid down in the New Testament. The commandment 
has it: "You shall not take the name of the Lord, your God, in vain; for the Lord will not 
hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain" (Exo.20:7). That commandment has 
nothing to do with swearing in the sense of using bad language; it condemns the man who 
swears that something is true, or who makes some promise, in the name of God, and who 
has taken the oath falsely. "When a man vows a vow to the Lord, or swears an oath to 
bind himself by a pledge, he shall not break his word" (Num.30:2). "When you make a 
vow to the Lord your God, you shall not be slack to pay it; for the Lord your God will 
surely require it of you, and it would be sin in you" (Deut.23:21-22). 
 
But in the time of Jesus there were two unsatisfactory things about taking oaths. 
 
The first was what might be called frivolous swearing, taking an oath where no oath was 
necessary or proper. It had become far too common a custom to introduce a statement by 
saying, "By thy life," or, "By my head," or, "May I never see the comfort of Israel if. . ." 
The Rabbis laid it down that to use any form of oath in a simple statement like: "That is 
an olive tree," was sinful and wrong. "The yes of the righteous is yes," they said, "and 
their no is no." 
 
There is still need of warning here. Far too often people use the most sacred language in 
the most meaningless way. They take the sacred names upon their lips in the most 
thoughtless and irreverent way. The sacred names should be kept for sacred things. 
 
The second Jewish custom was in some ways even worse than that; it might be called 
evasive swearing. The Jews divided oaths into two classes, those which were absolutely 
binding and those which were not. Any oath which contained the name of God was 
absolutely binding; any oath which succeeded in evading the name of God was held not 
to be binding. The result was that if a man swore by the name of God in any form, he 
would rigidly keep that oath; but if he swore by heaven, or by earth, or by Jerusalem, or 
by his head, he felt quite free to break that oath. The result was that evasion had been 
brought to a fine art. 
 
The idea behind this was that, if God's name was used, God became a partner in the 
transaction; whereas if God's name was not used, God had nothing to do with the 



transaction. The principle which Jesus lays down is quite clear. In effect Jesus is saying 
that, so far from having to make God a partner in any transaction, no man can keep God 
out of any transaction. God is already there. The heaven is the throne of God; the earth is 
the footstool of God; Jerusalem is the city of God; a man"s head does not belong to him; 
he cannot even make a hair white or black; his life is God's; there is nothing in the world 
which does not belong to God; and, therefore, whether God is actually named in so many 
words or not, does not matter. God is there already. 
 
Here is a great eternal truth. Life cannot be divided into compartments in some of which 
God is involved and in others of which he is not involved; there cannot be one kind of 
language in the Church and another kind of language in the shipyard or the factory or the 
office; there cannot be one kind of standard of conduct in the Church and another kind of 
standard in the business world. The fact is that God does not need to be invited into 
certain departments of life, and kept out of others. He is everywhere, all through life and 
every activity of life. He hears not only the words which are spoken in his name; he hears 
all words; and there cannot be any such thing as a form of words which evades bringing 
God into a transaction. We will regard all promises as sacred, if we remember that all 
promises are made in the presence of God. 
 
THE END OF OATHS 
 
Matt. 5:33-37 (continued) 
 
This passage concludes with the commandment that when a man has to say yes, he 
should say yes, and nothing more; and when he has to say no, he should say no, and 
nothing more. 
 
The ideal is that a man should never need an oath to buttress or guarantee the truth of 
anything he may say. The man's character should make an oath completely unnecessary. 
His guarantee and his witness should lie in what he is himself. Isocrates, the great Greek 
teacher and orator, said, "A man must lead a life which will gain more confidence in him 
than ever an oath can do." Clement of Alexandria insisted that Christians must lead such 
a life and demonstrate such a character that no one will ever dream of asking an oath 
from them. The ideal society is one in which no man's word will ever need an oath to 
guarantee its truth, and no man's promise ever need an oath to guarantee its fulfilling. 
 
Does this saying of Jesus then forbid a man to take an oath anywhere--for instance, in the 
witness box? There have been two sets of people who completely refused all oaths. There 
were the Essenes, an ancient sect of the Jews. Josephus writes of them: "They are 
eminent for fidelity and are ministers of peace. Whatsoever they say also is firmer than an 
oath. Swearing is avoided by them and they esteem it worse than perjury. For they say 
that he who cannot be believed without swearing is already condemned." 
 
There were, and still are, the Quakers. The Quakers will not in any situation submit to 
taking an oath. The utmost length to which George Fox would go was to use the word 
Verily. He writes: "I never wronged man or woman in all that time [the time that he 



worked in business]. While I was in that service, I used in my dealings the word Verily, 
and it was a common saying, `If George Fox says Verily, there is no altering him.'" 
 
In the ancient days the Essenes would not in any circumstances take an oath, and to this 
day the Quakers are the same. 
 
Are they correct in taking this line in this matter? There were occasions when Paul as it 
were, put himself upon oath. "I call God to witness against me," he writes to the 
Corinthians, "It was to spare you that I refrained from coming to Corinth" (2Cor.1:23). 
"Now the things that I write unto you," he writes to the Galatians, "In what I am writing 
to you, before God, I do not lie!" (Gal.1:20). On these occasions Paul is putting himself 
on oath. Jesus himself did not protest at being put on oath. At his trial before the High 
Priest, the High Priest said to him: "I adjure you by the living God--I put you on oath by 
God himself--tell us if you are the Christ, the son of God" (Matt. 26:63). What then is the 
situation? 
 
Let us look at the last part of this verse. The Revised Standard Version has it that a man 
must answer simply yes or no, "anything more than this comes from evil." What does that 
mean? It can mean one of two things. 
 
(a) If it is necessary to take an oath from a man, that necessity arises from the evil that is 
in man. If there was no evil in man, no oath would be necessary. That is to say, the fact 
that it is sometimes necessary to make a man take an oath is a demonstration of the evil in 
Christless human nature. 
 
(b) The fact that it is necessary to put men on oath on certain occasions arises from the 
fact that this is an evil world. In a perfect world, in a world which was the Kingdom of 
God, no taking of oaths would ever be necessary. It is necessary only because of the evil 
of the world. 
 
What Jesus is saying is this--the truly good man will never need to take an oath; the truth 
of his sayings and the reality of his promises need no such guarantee. But the fact that 
oaths are still sometimes necessary is the proof that men are not good men and that this is 
not a good world. 
 
So, then, this saying of Jesus leaves two obligations upon us. It leaves upon us the 
obligation to make ourselves such that men will so see our transparent goodness that they 
will never ask an oath from us; and it leaves upon us the obligation to seek to make this 
world such a world that falsehood and infidelity will be so eliminated from it that the 
necessity for oaths will be abolished. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE ANCIENT LAW 
 
Matt. 5:38-42 
 
You have heard that it has been said: An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth. But I 
tell you not to resist evil; but if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other to 
him also; and if anyone wishes to obtain judgement against you for your tunic, give 
him your cloak also; and if anyone impresses you into the public service to go a mile, 
go with him two miles. Give to him who asks you, and do not turn away from him who 
wishes to borrow from you. 
 
Few passages of the New Testament have more of the essence of the Christian ethic in 
them than this one. Here is the characteristic ethic of the Christian life, and the conduct 
which should distinguish the Christian from other men. 
 
Jesus begins by citing the oldest law in the world--an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a 
tooth. That law is known as the Lex Talionis, and it may be described as the law of tit for 
tat. It appears in the earliest known code of laws, the Code of Hammurabi, who reigned 
in Babylon from 2285 to 2242 B.C. The Code of Hammurabi makes a curious distinction 
between the gentleman and the workman. "If a man has caused the loss of a gentleman's 
eye, his eye one shall cause to be lost. If he has shattered a gentleman's limb, one shall 
shatter his limb. If he has caused a poor man to lose his eye, or shattered a poor man's 
limb, he shall pay one mina of silver ... If he has made the tooth of a man who is his equal 
fall out, one shall make his tooth fall out. If he has made the tooth of a poor man fall out, 
he shall pay one third of a mina of silver." The principle is clear and apparently simple--if 
a man has inflicted an injury on any person, an equivalent injury shall be inflicted upon 
him. 
 
That law became part and parcel of the ethic of the Old Testament. In the Old Testament 
we find it laid down no fewer than three times. "If any harm follows, then you shall give 
life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, 
wound for wound, stripe for stripe" (Exo.21:23-25). "When a man causes a disfigurement 
in his neighbour, as he has done it shall be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, 
tooth for tooth; as he has disfigured a man, he shall be disfigured" (Lev.24:19-20). "Your 
eye shall not pity; it shall be life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot 
for foot" (Deut.19:21). These laws are often quoted as amongst the blood thirsty, savage 
and merciless laws of the Old Testament; but before we begin to criticise certain things 
must be noted. 
 
(i) The Lex Talionis, the law of tit for tat, so far from being a savage and bloodthirsty 
law, is in fact the beginning of mercy. Its original aim was definitely the limitation of 
vengeance. In the very earliest days the vendetta and the blood feud were characteristic of 
tribal society. If a man of one tribe injured a man of another tribe, then at once all the 
members of the tribe of the injured man were out to take vengeance on all the members 
of the tribe of the man who committed the injury; and the vengeance desired was nothing 
less than death. This law deliberately limits vengeance. It lays it down that only the man 



who committed the injury must be punished, and his punishment must be no more than 
the equivalent of the injury he has inflicted and the damage he has done. Seen against its 
historical setting this is not a savage law, but a law of mercy. 
 
(ii) Further, this was never a law which gave a private individual the right to extract 
vengeance; it was always a law which laid down how a judge in the law court must assess 
punishment and penalty (compare Deut.19:18). This law was never intended to give the 
individual person the right to indulge even in the vengeance of tit for tat. It was always 
intended as a guide for a judge in the assessment of the penalty which any violent or 
unjust deed must receive. 
 
(iii) Still further, this law was never, at least in any even semi-civilized society, carried 
out literally. The Jewish jurists argued rightly that to carry it out literally might in fact be 
the reverse of justice, because it obviously might involve the displacement of a good eye 
or a good tooth for a bad eye or a bad tooth. And very soon the injury done was assessed 
at a money value; and the Jewish law in the tractate Baba Kamma carefully lays down 
how the damage is to be assessed. If a man has injured another, he is liable on five 
counts--for injury, for pain, for healing, for loss of time, for indignity suffered. In regard 
to injury, the injured man is looked on as a slave to be sold in the market place. His value 
before and after the injury was assessed, and the man responsible for the injury had to 
pay the difference. He was responsible for the loss in value of the man injured. In regard 
to pain, it was estimated how much money a man would accept to be willing to undergo 
the pain of the injury inflicted, and the man responsible for the injury had to pay that 
sum. In regard to healing, the injurer had to pay all the expenses of the necessary medical 
attention, until a complete cure had been effected. In regard to loss of time, the injurer 
had to pay compensation for the wages lost while the injured man was unable to work, 
and he had also to pay compensation if the injured man had held a well paid position, and 
was now, in consequence of the injury, fit for less well rewarded work. In regard to 
indignity, the injurer had to pay damages for the humiliation and indignity which the 
injury had inflicted. In actual practice the type of compensation which the Lex Talionis 
laid down is strangely modern. 
 
(iv) And most important of all, it must be remembered that the Lex Talionis is by no 
means the whole of Old Testament ethics. There are glimpses and even splendours of 
mercy in the Old Testament. "You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge against 
the sons of your own people" (Lev.19:18). "If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to 
eat; and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink" (Prov.25:21). "Do not say, I will do to 
him as he has done to me" (Prov.24:29). "Let him give his cheek to the smiter; he be 
filled with insults" (Lam.3:30). There is abundant mercy in the Old Testament too. 
 
So, then, ancient ethics were based on the law of tit for tat. It is true that that law was a 
law of mercy; it is true that it was a law for a judge and not for a private individual; it is 
true that it was never literally carried out; it is true that there were accents of mercy 
speaking at the same time. But Jesus obliterated the very principle of that law, because 
retaliation, however controlled and restricted, has no place in the Christian life. 
 



THE END OF RESENTMENT AND OF RETALIATION 
 
Matt. 5:38-42 (continued) 
 
So, then, for the Christian Jesus abolishes the old law of limited vengeance and 
introduces the new spirit of non-resentment and of non-retaliation. He goes on to take 
three examples of the Christian spirit in operation. To take these examples with a crude 
and ununderstanding literalism is completely to miss their point. It is therefore very 
necessary to understand what Jesus is saying. 
 
(i) He says that if anyone smites us on the right cheek we must turn to him the other 
cheek also. There is far more here than meets the eye, far more than a mere matter of 
blows on the face. 
 
Suppose a right-handed man is standing in front of another man, and suppose he wants to 
slap the other man on the right cheek, how must he do it? Unless he goes through the 
most complicated contortions, and unless he empties the blow of all force, he can hit the 
other man's cheek only in one way--with the back of his hand. Now according to Jewish 
Rabbinic law to hit a man with the back of the hand was twice as insulting as to hit him 
with the back of the hand. So, then, what Jesus is saying is this: "Even if a man should 
direct at you the most deadly and calculated insult, you must on no account retaliate, and 
you must on no account resent it." 
 
It will not happen very often, if at all, that anyone will slap us on the face, but time and 
time again life brings to us insults either great or small; and Jesus is here saying that the 
true Christian has learned to resent no insult and to seek retaliation for no slight. Jesus 
himself was called a gluttonous man and a wine-bibber. He was called the friend of 
taxgatherers and harlots, with the implication that he was like the company he kept. The 
early Christians were called cannibals and incendiaries, and were accused of immorality, 
gross and shameless, because their service included the Love Feast. When Shaftesbury 
undertook the cause of the poor and the oppressed he was warned that it would mean that 
"he would become unpopular with his friends and people of his own class," and that "he 
would have to give up all hope of ever being a cabinet minister." When Wilberforce 
began on his crusade to free the slaves slanderous rumours that he was a cruel husband, a 
wife-beater, that he was married to a negress were deliberately spread abroad. 
 
Time and time again in a church someone is "insulted" because he is not invited to a 
platform party, because he is omitted from a vote of thanks, because in some way he does 
not get the place due to him. The true Christian has forgotten what it is to be insulted; he 
has learned from his Master to accept any insult and never to resent it, and never to seek 
to retaliate: 
 
(ii) Jesus goes on to say that if anyone tries to take away our tunic in a law suit, we must 
not only let him have that, but must offer him our cloak also. Again there is much more 
than meets the eye. 
 



The tunic, chiton (GSN5509), was the long, sack-line inner garment made of cotton or of 
linen. The poorest man would have a change of tunics. The cloak was the great, blanket-
like outer garment which a man wore as a robe by day, and used as a blanket at night. Of 
such garments the Jew would have only one. Now it was actually the Jewish law that a 
man's tunic might be taken as a pledge, but not his cloak. "If ever you take your 
neighbours garment in pledge (his cloak), you shall restore it to him before the sun goes 
down; for that is his only covering, it is his mantle for his body; in what else shall he 
sleep?" (Exo.22:26-27). The point is that by right a man's cloak could not be taken 
permanently from him. 
 
So, then, what Jesus is saying is this: "The Christian never stands upon his rights; he 
never disputes about his legal rights; he does not consider himself to have any legal rights 
at all." There are people who are for ever standing on their rights, who clutch their 
privileges to them and who will not be pried loose from them, who will militantly go to 
law rather than suffer what they regard as the slightest infringement of them. Churches 
are tragically full of people like that, officials whose territory has been invaded, office-
bearers who have not been accorded their proper place, courts which do business with a 
manual of practice and procedure on the table all the time, lest anyone's rights should be 
invaded. People like that have not even begun to see what Christianity is. The Christian 
thinks not of his rights, but of his duties; not of his privileges, but of his responsibilities. 
The Christian is a man who has forgotten that he has any rights at all; and the man who 
will fight to the legal death for his rights, inside or outside the Church, is far from the 
Christian way. 
 
(iii) Jesus then goes on to speak of being compelled to go one mile; and says that in such 
a case the Christian must willingly go two miles. 
 
There is here a picture of which we know little, for it is a picture from an occupied 
country. The word used for to compel is the verb aggareuein (GSN0029), and aggareuein 
is a word with a history. It comes from the noun aggareus, which is a Persian word 
meaning a courier. The Persians had an amazing postal system. Each road was divided 
into stages lasting one day. At each stage there was food for the courier and water and 
fodder for tile horses, and fresh horses for the road. But, if by any chance there was 
anything lacking, any private person could be impressed, compelled into giving food, 
lodging, horses, assistance, and even into carrying the message himself for a stage. The 
word for such compulsion was aggareuein (GSN0029). 
 
In the end the word came to signify any kind of forced impressment into the service of 
the occupying power. In an occupied country citizens could be compelled to supply food, 
to provide billets, to carry baggage. Sometimes the occupying power exercised this right 
of compulsion in the most tyrannical and unsympathetic way. Always this threat of 
compulsion hung over the citizens. Palestine was an occupied country. At any moment a 
Jew might feel the touch of the flat of a Roman spear on his shoulder, and know that he 
was compelled to serve the Romans, it might be in the most menial way. That, in fact, is 
what happened to Simon of Cyrene, when he was compelled (aggareuein, GSN0029) to 
bear the Cross of Jesus. 



 
So, then, what Jesus is saying is: "Suppose your masters come to you and compel you to 
be a guide or a porter for a mile. don't do a mile with bitter and obvious resentment; go 
two miles with cheerfulness and with a good grace." What Jesus is saying is: "Don't be 
always thinking of your liberty to do as you like, be always thinking of your duty and 
your privilege to be of service to others. When a task is laid on you, even if the task is 
unreasonable and hateful, don't do it as a grim duty to be resented; do it as a service to be 
gladly rendered." 
 
There are always two ways of doing things. A man can do the irreducible minimum and 
not a stroke more; he can do it in such a way as to make it clear that he hates the whole 
thing; he can do it with the barest minimum of efficiency and no more; or he can do it 
with a smile, with a gracious courtesy, with a determination, not only to do this thing, but 
to do it well and graciously. He can do it, not simply as well as he has to, but far better 
than anyone has any right to expect him to. The inefficient workman, the resentful 
servant, the ungracious helper have not even begun to have the right idea of the Christian 
life. The Christian is not concerned to do as he likes; he is concerned only to help, even 
when the demand for help is discourteous, unreasonable and tyrannical. 
 
So, then, in this passage, under the guise of vivid eastern pictures Jesus is laying down 
three great rules--the Christian will never resent or seek retaliation for any insult, 
however calculated and however deadly; the Christian will never stand upon his legal 
rights or on any other rights he may believe himself to possess; the Christian will never 
think of his right to do as he likes, but always of his duty to be of help. The question is: 
How do we measure up to that? 
 
GRACIOUS GIVING 
 
Matt. 5:38-42 (continued) 
 
Finally, it is Jesus' demand that we should give to all who ask and never turn away from 
him who wishes to borrow. At its highest the Jewish law of giving was a lovely thing. It 
was based on Deut.15:7-11: 
 
"If there is among you a poor man, one of your brethren, in any of your towns within 
your land which the Lord your God gives you, you shall not harden your heart or shut 
your hand against your poor brother, but you shall open your hand to him, and lend him 
sufficient for his need, whatever it may be. Take heed lest there be a base thought in your 
heart, and you say, `The seventh year, the year of release is near,' and your eye be hostile 
to your poor brother, and you give him nothing, and he cry to the Lord against you, and it 
be sin in you. You shall give to him freely, and your heart shall not be grudging when 
you give to him; because for this the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and 
in all that you undertake. For the poor will never cease out of the land; therefore I 
command you. You shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and to the 
poor, in the land." 
 



The point about the seventh year is that in every seventh year there was a cancellation of 
debts; and the grudging and the calculating man might refuse to lend anything when the 
seventh year was near, lest the debt be cancelled and he lose what he had given. 
 
It was on that passage that the Jewish law of giving was founded. The Rabbis laid down 
five principles which ought to govern giving. 
 
(i) Giving must not be refused. "Be careful not to refuse charity, for everyone who 
refuses charity is put in the same category with idolators." If a man refuses to give, the 
day may well come when he has to beg--perhaps from the very people to whom he 
refused to give. 
 
(ii) Giving must befit the man to whom the gift is given. The law of Deuteronomy had 
said that a man must be given whatever he lacks. That is to say, a man must not be given 
that bare sufficiency which will keep body and soul together; he must be given enough to 
enable him to retain at least something of the standard and the comfort which once he 
knew. So, it is said, Hillel arranged that the poverty-stricken son of a noble family should 
be given, not simply enough to keep him from starvation, but a horse to ride and a slave 
to run before him; and once, when no slave was available, Hillel himself acted as his 
slave and ran before him. There is something gracious and lovely in the idea that giving 
must not only remove actual poverty; it must do something also to remove the 
humiliation which poverty brings. 
 
(iii) Giving must be carried out privately and secretly. There must be no one else there. In 
fact, the Rabbis went the length of saying that in the highest kind of giving, the giver 
must not know to whom he was giving, and the receiver must not know from whom he 
was receiving. There was a certain place in the Temple to which people secretly came 
and gave their gifts; and these secret gifts were used in secrecy to help the impoverished 
members of once noble families, and to give the daughters of such impoverished ones the 
dowries without which they could not be married. The Jew would have regarded with 
abhorrence the gift which was given for the sake of prestige, publicity, or self-
glorification. 
 
(iv) The manner of giving must befit the character and the temperament of the recipient. 
The rule was that if a man had means, but was too miserly to use them, a gift must be 
given as a gift, but afterwards reclaimed from his estate as a loan. But if a man was too 
proud to ask for help, Rabbi lshmael suggested that the giver should go to him and say, 
"My son, perhaps you need a loan." His self-respect was thus saved, but the loan was 
never to be asked back, and it was in fact, not a loan, but a gift. It was even laid down 
that if a man was unable to respond to an appeal for help, his very refusal must be such as 
to show that, if he could give nothing else, he at least gave sympathy. Even a refusal was 
to be such that it helped and did not hurt. Giving was to be carried out in such a way that 
the manner of the giving was to help as much as the gift. 
 
(v) Giving was at once a privilege and an obligation for in reality all giving is nothing 
less than giving to God. To give to some needy person was not something which a man 



might choose to do; it was something he must do; for, if he refused, the refusal was to 
God. "He who befriends the poor lends to the Lord, and he will repay him for his good 
deed." "To every one who shows mercy to other men, mercy is shown from heaven; but 
to him who shows no mercy to other men, no mercy is shown from heaven." The Rabbis 
loved to point out that loving-kindness was one of the very few things to which the Law 
appointed no limit at all. 
 
Are we then to say that Jesus urged upon men what can only be called indiscriminate 
giving? The answer cannot be given without qualification. It is clear that the effect of the 
giving on the receiver must be taken into account. Giving must never be such as to 
encourage him in laziness and in shiftlessness, for such giving can only hurt. But at the 
same time it must be remembered that many people who say that they will give only 
through official channels, and who refuse to help personal cases, are frequently merely 
producing an excuse for not giving at all, and are removing the personal element from 
giving altogether. And it must also be remembered that it is better to help a score of 
fraudulent beggars than to risk turning away the one man in real need. 
 
CHRISTIAN LOVE 
 
1. The Meaning of it 
 
Matt. 5:43-48 
 
You have heard that it has been said: You shall love your neighbour, and you shall 
hate your enemy; but I say to you: Love your enemies, and pray for those who 
persecute you, so that you may become the sons of your Father who is in heaven; for 
he makes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and 
the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward can you expect? Do not 
even the tax-gatherers do that? If you greet only your brothers, where is there anything 
extra about that? Do not even the Gentiles do that? So, then, you must be perfect even 
as your heavenly Father is perfect. 
 
C. G. Montefiore, the Jewish scholar, calls this "the central and most famous section" of 
the Sermon on the Mount. It is certainly true that there is no other passage of the New 
Testament which contains such a concentrated expression of the Christian ethic of 
personal relations. To the ordinary person this passage describes essential Christianity in 
action, and even the person who never darkens the door of the church knows that Jesus 
said this, and very often condemns the professing Christian for falling so far short of its 
demands. 
 
When we study this passage we must first try to find out what Jesus was really saying, 
and what he was demanding of his followers. If we are to try to live this out, we must 
obviously first of all be quite clear as to what it is asking. What does Jesus mean by 
loving our enemies? 
 



Greek is a language which is rich in synonyms; its words often have shades of meaning 
which English does not possess. In Greek there are four different words for love. 
 
(i) There is the noun storgi with its accompanying verb stergein. These words are the 
characteristic words of family love. They are the words which describe the love of a 
parent for a child and a child for a parent. "A child," said Plato "loves (stergein) and is 
loved by those who brought him into the world." "Sweet is a father to his children," said 
Philemon, "if he has love (storge)." These words describe family affection. 
 
(ii) There is the noun eros and the accompanying verb eran (compare GSN2037). These 
words describe the love of a man for a maid; there is always passion in them; and there is 
always sexual love. Sophocles described eros as "the terrible longing." In these words 
there is nothing essentially bad; they simply describe the passion of human love; but as 
time went on they began to be tinged with the idea of lust rather than love, and they never 
occur in the New Testament at all. 
 
(iii) There is philia (GSN5373) with its accompanying verb philein (GSN5368). These 
are the warmest and the best Greek words for love. They describe real love, real 
affection. Hot philountes (GSN5368), the present participle, is the word which describes 
a man's closest and nearest and truest friends. It is the word which is used in the famous 
saying of Meander: "Whom the gods love, dies young." Philein (GSN5368) can mean to 
fondle or to kiss. It is the word of warm, tender affection, the highest kind of love. 
 
(iv) There is agape (GSN0026) with its accompanying verb agapan (GSN0025). These 
words indicate unconquerable benevolence, invincible goodwill. (Agape (GSN0026) is 
the word which is used here.) If we regard a person with agape (GSN0026), it means that 
no matter what that person does to us, no matter how he treats us, no matter if he insults 
us or injures us or grieves us, we will never allow any bitterness against him to invade 
our hearts, but will regard him with that unconquerable benevolence and goodwill which 
will seek nothing but his highest good. From this certain things emerge. 
 
(i) Jesus never asked us to love our enemies in the same way as we love our nearest and 
our dearest. The very word is different; to love our enemies in the same way as we love 
our nearest and our dearest would neither be possible nor right. This is a different kind of 
love. 
 
(ii) Wherein does the main difference lie? In the case of our nearest and our dearest we 
cannot help loving them; we speak of falling in love; it is something which comes to us 
quite unsought; it is something which is born of the emotions of the heart. But in the case 
of our enemies, love is not only something of the heart, it is also something of the will. It 
is not something which we cannot help; it is something which we have to will ourselves 
into doing. It is in fact a victory over that which comes instinctively to the natural man. 
 
Agape (GSN0026) does not mean a feeling of the heart, which we cannot help, and which 
comes unbidden and unsought; it means a determination of the mind, whereby we 
achieve this unconquerable goodwill even to those who hurt and injure us. Agape 



(GSN0026), someone has said, is the power to love those whom we do not like and who 
may not like us. In point of fact we can only have agape (GSN0026) when Jesus Christ 
enables us to conquer our natural tendency to anger and to bitterness, and to achieve this 
invincible goodwill to all men. 
 
(iii) It is then quite obvious that the last thing agape (GSN0026), Christian love, means is 
that we allow people to do absolutely as they like, and that we leave them quite 
unchecked. No one would say that a parent really loves his child if he lets the child do as 
he likes. If we regard a person with invincible goodwill, it will often mean that we must 
punish him, that we must restrain him, that we must discipline him, that we must protect 
him against himself. But it will also mean that we do not punish him to satisfy our desire 
for revenge, but in order to make him a better man. It will always mean that all Christian 
discipline and all Christian punishment must be aimed, not at vengeance, but at cure. 
Punishment will never be merely retributive; it win always be remedial. 
 
(iv) It must be noted that Jesus laid this love down as a basis for personal relationships. 
People use this passage as a basis for pacifism and as a text on which to speak about 
international relationships. Of course, it includes that, but first and foremost it deals with 
our personal relationships with our family and our neighbours and the people we meet 
with every day in life. It is very much easier to go about declaring that there should be no 
such thing as war between nation and nation, than to live a life in which we personally 
never allow any such thing as bitterness to invade our relationships with those we meet 
with every day. First and foremost, this commandment of Jesus deals with personal 
relationship. It is a commandment of which we should say first and foremost: "This 
means me." 
 
(v) We must note that this commandment is possible only for a Christian. Only the grace 
of Jesus Christ can enable a man to have this unconquerable benevolence and this 
invincible goodwill in his personal relationships with other people. It is only when Christ 
lives in our hearts that bitterness will die and this love spring to life. It is often said that 
this world would be perfect if only people would live according to the principles of the 
Sermon on the Mount; but the plain fact is that no one can even begin to live according to 
these principles without the help of Jesus Christ. We need Christ to enable us to obey 
Christ's command. 
 
(vi) Lastly--and it may be most important of all--we must note that this commandment 
does not only involve allowing people to do as they like to us; it also involves that we 
should do something for them. We are bidden to pray for them. No man can pray for 
another man and still hate him. When he takes himself and the man whom he is tempted 
to hate to God, something happens. We cannot go on hating another man in the presence 
of God. The surest way of killing bitterness is to pray 
 
 
 
 
 



CHRISTIAN LOVE 
 
2. The Reason for it 
 
Matt. 5:43-48 (continued) 
 
We have seen what Jesus meant when he commanded us to have this Christian love; and 
now we must go on to see why he demanded that we should have it. Why, then, does 
Jesus demand that a man should have this love, this unconquerable benevolence, this 
invincible goodwill? The reason is very simple and tremendous--it is that such a love 
makes a man like God. 
 
Jesus pointed to the action of God in the world, and that is the action of unconquerable 
benevolence. God makes his sun to rise on the good and the evil; he sends his rain on the 
just and the unjust. Rabbi Joshua ben Nehemiah used to say, "Have you ever noticed that 
the rain fell on the field of A, who was righteous, and not on the field of B, who was 
wicked? Or that the sun rose and shone on Israel, who was righteous, and not upon the 
Gentiles, who were wicked? God causes the sun to shine both on Israel and on the 
nations, for the Lord is good to all." Even the Jewish Rabbi was moved and impressed 
with the sheer benevolence of God to saint and sinner alike. 
 
There is a rabbinic tale which tells of the destruction of the Egyptians in the Red Sea. 
When the Egyptians were drowned, so the tale runs, the angels began a paean of praise, 
but God said sorrowfully: "The work of my hands are sunk in the sea, and you would 
sing before me!" The love of God is such that he can never take pleasure in the 
destruction of any of the creatures whom his hands have made. The Psalmist had it: "The 
eyes of all look to thee; and thou givest them their food in due season. Thou openest thy 
hand, thou satisfiest the desire of every living thing" (Ps.145:15). In God there is this 
universal benevolence even towards men who have broken his law and broken his heart. 
 
Jesus says that we must have this love that we may become "the sons of our Father who 
is in heaven." Hebrew is not rich in adjectives; and for that reason Hebrew often uses son 
of... with an abstract noun, where we would use an adjective. For instance a son of peace 
is a peaceful man; a son of consolation is a consoling man. So, then, a son of God is a 
godlike man. The reason why we must have this unconquerable benevolence and 
goodwill is that God has it; and, if we have it, we become nothing less than sons of God, 
godlike men. 
 
Here we have the key to one of the most difficult sentences in the New Testament, the 
sentence with which this passage finishes. Jesus said: "You, therefore, must be perfect as 
your heavenly Father is perfect." On the face of it that sounds like a commandment which 
cannot possibly have anything to do with us. There is none of us who would even faintly 
connect ourselves with perfection. 
 
The Greek word for perfect is teleios (GSN5046). This word is often used in Greek in a 
very special way. It has nothing to do with what we might call abstract, philosophical, 



metaphysical perfection. A victim which is fit for a sacrifice to God, that is a victim 
which is without blemish, is teleios (GSN5046). A man who has reached his full-grown 
stature is teleios (GSN5046) in contradistinction to a half-grown lad. A student who has 
reached a mature knowledge of his subject is teleios (GSN5046) as opposed to a learner 
who is just beginning, and who as yet has no grasp of things. 
 
To put it in another way, the Greek idea of perfection is functional. A thing is perfect if it 
fully realizes the purpose for which it was planned, and designed, and made. In point of 
fact, that meaning is involved in the derivation of the word. Teleios (GSN5046) is the 
adjective formed from the noun telos (GSN5056). Telos (GSN5056) means an end, a 
purpose, an aim, a goal. A thing is teleios (GSN5046), if it realizes the purpose for which 
it was planned; a man is perfect if he realizes the purpose for which he was created and 
sent into the world. 
 
Let us take a very simple analogy. Suppose in my house there is a screw loose, and I want 
to tighten and adjust this screw. I go out to the ironmonger and I buy a screw-driver. I 
find that the screw-driver exactly fits the grip of my hand; it is neither too large nor too 
small, too rough nor too smooth. I lay the screw-driver on the slot of the screw, and I find 
that it exactly fits. I then turn the screw and the screw is fixed. In the Greek sense, and 
especially in the New Testament sense, that screw-driver is teleios (GSN5046), because it 
exactly fulfilled the purpose for which I desired and bought it. 
 
So, then, a man will be teleios (GSN5046) if he fulfils the purpose for which he was 
created. For what purpose was man created? The Bible leaves us in no doubt as to that. In 
the old creation story we find God saying, "Let us make man in our image after our 
likeness" (Gen.1:26). Man was created to be like God The characteristic of God is this 
universal benevolence, this unconquerable goodwill, this constant seeking of the highest 
good of every man. The great characteristic of God is love to saint and to sinner alike. No 
matter what men do to him, God seeks nothing but their highest good. 
 
The hymn has it of Jesus: 
 
"Thy foes might hate, despise, revile, Thy friends unfaithful prove; Unwearied in 
forgiveness still, Thy heart could only love." 
 
It is when man reproduces in his life the unwearied, forgiving, sacrificial benevolence of 
God that he becomes like God, and is therefore perfect in the New Testament sense of the 
word. To put it at its simplest, the man who cares most for men is the most perfect man. 
 
It is the whole teaching of the Bible that we realise our manhood only by becoming 
godlike. The one thing which makes us like God is the love which never ceases to care 
for men, no matter what men do to it. We realize our manhood, we enter upon Christian 
perfection, when we learn to forgive as God forgives, and to love as God loves. 
 


