
Welcome to our study of the 
Gospel According to Matthew
� Today, we will look at the higher 

righteousness known as the “Six 
Antitheses” (5:21-48)

� Premise, 5:20—”For I tell you, 
unless your righteousness exceeds 
that of the scribes and Pharisees, 
you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven.”

� “The Kingdom of Heaven is Near”



Six Antitheses: Scribal Righteousness // 
Kingdom Righteousness
� On killing (murder) 5:21-26
� On adultery 5:27-30
� On divorce 5:31-32
� On oaths 5:33-37
� On retaliation 5:38-42
� On enemies 5:43-48
“Hot Button,” heavy weight issues
“You have heard . . . But I say to you . . .”
The Sermon on the Mount is concerned about 
behavior—ethics—how do Jesus’ disciples live?! 



Interpretation
� Jesus’ authoritative teaching alters or 

thoroughly “fulfills” the Jewish law. It is 
the epitome of loving God/loving neighbor

� Six examples of kingdom justice are 
explored with his disciples (the crowds are 
listening). Kingdom righteousness calls for 
radical obedience to the will of God.

� “Your righteousness must exceed . . .” will 
be explored in the examples.

� Pharisaic righteousness combined law and 
tradition. Result: The demand of the Law of 
God was compromised by casuistry.  



Interpretation
� Therefore, the coming of the 

Messiah sharpens the Law to its 
ultimate implications of holiness.

� The Pharisees are seekers “of 
smooth things,” i.e. they seek to 
make the Law practicable. In doing 
so, they broke its ultimate demand 
by their practical application. They 
“sanded down” the demand of God’s 
Law. 



Interpretation
� The six antitheses, therefore, are 

examples of the sharpening of the Law, 
i.e. restoring its ultimate meaning. 

� It is not a New Law or a New Moses, 
but a Messianic intensification that 
illustrates the true righteousness that 
belongs to the Kingdom of Heaven. 

� The examples highlight behavioral 
attitudes and virtues found in the 
beatitudes. They establish Jesus’ 
followers as salt and light in a 
decaying world. 



Matthew 5:21-48—Six 
Antitheses 
1st Antithesis—On Killing (Murder)
21 “You have heard that it was said to 
those of ancient times, ‘You shall not 
murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be 
liable to judgment.’ 22 But I say to you 
that if you are angry with a brother or 
sister, you will be liable to judgment; 
and if you insult (say Raca to) a brother 
or sister, you will be liable to the council; 
and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be 
liable to the hell of fire. 



1st Antithesis (cont.)
23 So when you are offering your gift at the 
altar, if you remember that your brother or 
sister has something against you, 24 leave 
your gift there before the altar and go; first 
be reconciled to your brother or sister, and 
then come and offer your gift. 25 Come to 
terms quickly with your accuser while you 
are on the way to court with him, or your 
accuser may hand you over to the judge, and 
the judge to the guard, and you will be 
thrown into prison. 26 Truly I tell you, you 
will not get out until you have paid the last 
penny.” 



Interpretation
� The prohibition of murder (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 

5:17; see also, Exod. 21:12; Deut. 17:8-13) is 
applied to the destruction of people with 
violent and publicly abusive anger. 

� Jesus claims an authority far beyond the 
scribes (“I say to you . . .”).

� Are “judgment,” “council,” “hell,” terms of an 
intensification or cresendo of punishment?

� “Gehenna,” translated “hell” is a transfer 
understanding of the “valley of Hinnom” (the 
burning garbage dump south of Jerusalem). It 
came to represent the fire of hell. 



Interpretation
� Vss. 23-24 pertain to a case where 

somebody has a just claim against 
another, not where one feels 
hostility towards one’s fellow 
Christian (close to love of enemies, 
vvs. 43-47). Emphasis is on the 
urgency for reconciliation. 



Matthew 5:21-48 (cont.)
� 2nd Antithesis—on Adultery
27 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You 
shall not commit adultery.’ 28 But I say to you 
that everyone who looks at a woman with 
lust has already committed adultery with her 
in his heart. 29 If your right eye causes you 
sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better 
for you to lose one of your members than for 
your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30

And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut 
it off and throw it away; it is better for you to 
lose one of your members than for your whole 
body to go into hell.



Interpretation
� The Decalogue prohibited adultery (Exod. 

20:14; Deut. 5:18). Jesus attacks male 
predatory behaviors and male power. He 
seeks to establish different male-female 
interactive behavior. “Lust” is an 
intentional problem of the heart.

� “It deals with intentional looking with the 
aim of breaking the marriage of another 
man.” (Luz, I, 294) In Jewish thought, the 
husband could not break his own marriage 
but only that of another. 



Interpretation
� Rabbinic thought, bHal. I: “Whoever 

looks at a woman with (lustful) 
intention is counted as one who 
sleeps with her; . . .” Lev.R. 23 
(122b): “Even the one who commits 
adultery with his eyes is called an 
adulterer.” 

� Note: the man, not the woman 
commits adultery in Jewish thought.



Matt 5:21-48 (cont.)
� 3rd Antithesis—on divorce
31 “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces 
his wife, let him give her a certificate 
of divorce.’ 32 But I say to you that 
anyone who divorces his wife, except 
on the ground of unchastity, causes 
her to commit adultery; and whoever 
marries a divorced woman commits 
adultery.”



Interpretation
� We will address this difficult issue 

when we examine Matthew 19:1-12. 



Matt 5:21-48 (cont.)
� 4th antithesis—on oaths, swearing
33 “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.’ 34 But I say to you, Do not 
swear at all, either by heaven, for it is the 
throne of God, 35 or by the earth, for it is his 
footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of 
the great King. 36 And do not swear by your 
head, for you cannot make one hair white or 
black. 37 Let your word be ‘Yes,’ ‘Yes,’ or ‘No, 
No’; anything more than this comes from the 
evil one (or evil).



Interpretation
� Jesus’ teaching is over what in the 

Decalogue constitutes false witness.
� OT: Exod. 20:7; Lev. 19:12; Num. 30:2; 

Deut. 23:21). Gospel parallel (Luke 6:29-
30). Law prohibited false oaths.

� The issue appears to be using false 
language to commit perjury. Essenes were 
adverse to oaths.

� Jesus’ prohibits oaths absolutely (cf. Matt. 
23:16-22). Highly unusual; see James 5:12. 
The kingdom community is based on 
integrity and “right” relationships. Oaths 
are not needed that can be used evasively. 



Matt 5:21-48 (cont.)
� 5th Antithesis—retaliation
38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘An 
eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” 39

But I say to you, Do not resist an 
evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on 
the right cheek, turn the other also; 40

and if anyone wants to sue you and take 
your coat, give your cloak as well; 41 and 
if anyone forces you to go one mile, go 
also the second mile. 42 Give to everyone 
who begs from you, and do not refuse 
anyone who wants to borrow from you.



Interpretation
� Honor/shame culture, to give “insult” is 

important indicated by “the right 
cheek,” i.e. slapping with the back of 
the right hand. 

� Following the beatitudes, the kingdom 
community does not insist on their 
rights, like Rom. 12:18-21, “live 
peaceably with all . . . Never avenge 
yourselves.” That is left to God.

� The “coat” is the long robe; the “cloak” 
is the inner garment which one had a 
right to keep (Exod. 22:26). 



Interpretation
� OT—Exod. 21:14; Lev. 24:20; Deut. 19:21; 

see also Matt. 7:2.
� The Law permitted proportional retaliation 

and was a legal deterrent to excessive 
retaliation. This seems to follow the first 
part of the subject of retaliation already 
found in the Laws of Hammurabi.

� Vs. 39, “Do not resist an evildoer.”
� Jesus: no violence, but, also, no passivity or 

indifference; see his synagogue and temple 
behavior. 

� People of the kingdom oppose evil with 
non-violent resistance.



Matt 5:21-48 (cont.)
� 6th antithesis—love of enemies
43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall 
love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 44 But 
I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be 
children of your Father in heaven; for he makes 
his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 
sends rain on the righteous and on the 
unrighteous. 46 For if you love those who love 
you, what reward do you have? Do not even the 
tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you greet 
only your brother and sisters, what more are you 
doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do 
the same? 48 Be perfect, therefore as your 
heavenly Father is perfect. 



Interpretation 
� Compare to Luke 6:27-28, 32-33, 36. 
� The Bible does not command hatred toward one’s 

enemies (but see Ps. 139:19-22; and DSS, [1QS] 9:21-
22); here quoted: “Now these are the ways for the 
wise man in these times, with regard to his love as 
well as his hate; Let there be eternal hatred toward 
men of the Pit . . .” This hatred is grounded in God’s 
own hatred of evil.

� Jesus extends the command to love one’s neighbors 
(Lev. 19:18) to everyone (Matt. 22:39; Rom. 13:9; Gal. 
5:14; Jas. 2:8). This imitates God’s undifferentiating 
love and life-giving mercy to all, good or bad. It 
depends not on their repentance, but upon God’s 
concern for both good and evil.



Interpretation
� Advice akin to “love your enemies” was 

not unknown (cf. Prov. 25:21-22).
� “Perfect” probably means whole, 

complete, mature. But, “perfection” 
also involves voluntary poverty in 
following Jesus (19:21).

� But, even though “flawless” is not 
meant, we are not to think in terms of 
what is “humanly possible.” The 
question of possibility is not in focus. 

� We can never “master” God’s eternal 
Law! 


